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Modern corporations operate in an environment saturated with conflict: geopolitical rivalries, 
culture wars, polarized media, and rising distrust of institutions. In this setting, some firms 
elevate a particular kind of leader whose value lies not in technical acumen or quiet 
stewardship, but in their willingness to say the ugliest part out loud. These are the corporate 
bottom feeders: shock-front executives who thrive on dehumanizing language, violent 
metaphors, and us-versus-them narratives. They do not simply make controversial decisions; 
they turn humiliation, threat, and civilizational contempt into a brand. This paper examines how 
such figures become strategically useful to corporations, and what it costs everyone else. Their 
rhetoric shifts the Overton window, making harsh policies appear moderate; rallies a subset of 
employees around an embattled identity; and signals to certain clients that the company is 
willing to be “lethal” on their behalf. At the same time, bottom-feeder leadership corrodes 
internal ethics, legitimizes infrastructures of harm, and traps firms in siege mentalities that are 
difficult to escape. Rather than fixating on any single executive, the analysis focuses on the 
recurring role itself: how it emerges, how it is rewarded, and how governance structures either 
constrain or indulge it. The paper concludes by outlining communication norms and institutional 
designs that enable moral clarity and strategic firmness without outsourcing the corporate soul 
to the people most eager to feed at the bottom. 
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Figure 1. Carp 

 

1. Introduction: When the Bottom Rises to the Top 

In most corporate myths, the people at the top are imagined as the best the organization has to 
offer: the most disciplined, farsighted, and responsible individuals, trusted with power because 
they can be trusted with restraint. Yet in many visible firms today—especially in technology, 
defense, data, and media—prominent leaders behave in ways that seem closer to the opposite. 
They trade in deliberate cruelty, public contempt, and violent fantasy. They describe critics as 
enemies, protesters as contaminants, and economic or military rivals as targets to be humiliated 
rather than interlocutors to be outcompeted. 

This paper uses the term bottom feeder for that kind of leadership, not to diagnose individuals, 
but to name a recognizable pattern. In ecology, bottom feeders thrive in murky environments 
rich in decay; they are comfortable where visibility is poor and boundaries are blurred. In 
corporate life, bottom-feeder executives do something similar with language and power. They 
flourish in conflict-saturated, attention-driven markets where shock is rewarded, where the line 
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between strategy and spectacle is thin, and where the harms of their rhetoric are borne by 
people far from the boardroom. 

The paradox is that these figures often sit atop organizations that control critical infrastructures 
of computation, surveillance, logistics, or information flow. They are simultaneously at the 
bottom in ethical posture and at the top in formal authority. Understanding how this inversion 
happens—how the bottom rises to the top, and why institutions tolerate or even depend on it—
is the central task of this paper. 

The opening section situates this pattern within a broader landscape of permanent conflict, 
traces a shift from cautious technocrats to shock-front executives, and explains why “bottom 
feeder” should be understood as a structural role rather than a simple insult. 

1.1 Corporations in an age of permanent conflict 

For much of the twentieth century, many corporations tried to present themselves as neutral 
machines for producing goods and services. Even when they were entangled with war, colonial 
extraction, or authoritarian regimes, their public rhetoric usually emphasized technical 
competence, efficiency, and a kind of bland professionalism. Political disputes were formally left 
to governments; moral conflicts were framed as external constraints to navigate, not as the 
firm’s own terrain. 

That façade is increasingly untenable. Global supply chains run through contested territories. 
Digital platforms shape elections, public discourse, and social cohesion. Data analytics and 
artificial intelligence are weaponized in policing, border control, and military targeting. Climate 
change, migration, pandemics, and financial instability turn previously “externalities” into 
central strategic questions. In this environment, corporations cannot avoid political and moral 
stakes; they sit inside them. 

At the same time, public life in many societies is marked by what can be called permanent 
conflict. Culture wars rarely end; they simply mutate. Geopolitical rivalries are no longer 
episodic but ambient. Social media and 24-hour news cycles ensure that some outrage, 
somewhere, is always demanding attention. The sense of being “under attack” becomes a 
persistent background condition—sometimes grounded in material realities, sometimes 
manufactured for gain, often both. 

In this atmosphere, the old corporate pose of studied neutrality can look, to some stakeholders, 
like cowardice. Customers, employees, investors, and political allies increasingly demand that 
firms take sides: on wars, on social movements, on national identity, on “which civilization” they 
believe themselves to represent. Silence is interpreted as complicity, moderation as betrayal, 
careful language as weakness. Executives are no longer judged solely on whether they can 
deliver returns, but on whether they can act as champions in broader struggles. 
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Permanent conflict also changes the reward structure for communication. Measured statements 
rarely go viral; vicious ones do. Complex nuance is hard to compress into a headline; a striking 
insult or fantasy of violence is easy. When attention is monetized, people who can reliably 
produce outrage become valuable. Corporations that operate in this environment face a choice: 
they can try to resist those dynamics, or they can lean into them by elevating leaders who 
embody the conflict, speak its language fluently, and are willing to live in the psychic mud it 
generates. 

This is the ecosystem in which bottom-feeder leadership becomes thinkable, then normal, and 
finally celebrated. The figure who would once have been confined to private rants or fringe 
corners of the organization is instead placed on stage, put on earnings calls, and framed as the 
authentic voice of the firm’s courage. 

1.2 From cautious technocrats to shock-front executives 

The transition from cautious technocrat to shock-front executive is not a simple matter of 
personality replacement; it is a shift in what organizations believe leadership is for. 

The cautious technocrat archetype emphasizes risk management, institutional continuity, and a 
preference for quiet competence over public spectacle. This type of leader speaks in controlled 
language, avoids unnecessary controversy, and treats politics as a constraint to work around 
rather than a terrain to colonize. Their public remarks are vetted by legal and communications 
teams. They are, in many ways, forgettable. For decades, this was considered a feature rather 
than a bug. 

The shock-front executive operates differently. The role is to go first into the rhetorical blast 
zone: to say the harshest things, make the most extreme comparisons, and articulate corporate 
strategy in terms of enemies, threats, and righteous aggression. Their language is not 
accidental; it is a deliberate instrument. Threats, humiliations, and dehumanizing metaphors are 
used to redraw the boundaries of what feels acceptable. By standing at the edge, they move the 
whole conversation a few steps in their direction. 

This shift is sometimes justified using the language of wartime leadership. When industries are 
framed as battlefields and markets as theaters of war, executives are told they must be 
“wartime CEOs”: decisive, ruthless, unconcerned with niceties. But the shock-front executive 
goes further. The focus moves from hard decisions behind closed doors to hard words in public. 
Strategic ruthlessness is expressed not only in internal actions—layoffs, pivots, restructuring—
but in outward-facing contempt. Enemies are not just outcompeted; they are degraded. Critics 
are not merely wrong; they are pathologized. 
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There are short-term advantages to this approach. A shock-front leader can: 

• energize a segment of employees who crave a sense of mission and combat 

• attract customers and partners who see harsh rhetoric as proof of alignment 

• intimidate regulators, journalists, or activists who worry about being publicly attacked 

They become, in effect, living proof that the company will not flinch. 

Yet the transition from technocrat to shock-front executive also shifts what counts as normal 
inside the firm. If the most powerful person allows themselves fantasies of harm in public, it 
becomes harder for others to insist on disciplined, humane reasoning in private. When bottom-
feeder language is celebrated as “telling it like it is,” more cautious voices appear naïve or 
disloyal. Over time, the organization’s center of gravity moves toward the rhetorical bottom, 
even as its formal hierarchy remains intact. 

1.3 Why “bottom feeder” is a structural, not merely personal, description 

Calling certain leaders bottom feeders is deliberately provocative, but the term is not meant as a 
simple insult. It points to something structural about how these roles function in a broader 
ecosystem of power, attention, and harm. 

First, bottom feeding describes a relationship to the environment. In nature, bottom feeders 
thrive where waste accumulates, light is scarce, and the line between nourishment and 
pollution is unclear. In corporate and media environments, the equivalent is a landscape thick 
with fear, resentment, and unresolved grievance. Shock-front executives draw energy from that 
sediment. They turn ambient anger into personal authority and organizational leverage. The 
more decay there is in public discourse, the more fuel they can eat. 

Second, bottom feeding describes a pattern of advantage. These leaders benefit precisely from 
the dynamics that damage others: polarized media, degraded civic norms, and the 
normalization of dehumanizing speech. They are rewarded when the informational waters are 
murky, because it becomes easier to portray their own extremity as clarity. Their success 
depends on the continuation, and often the intensification, of the very conditions that many 
others experience as crisis. 

Third, bottom feeder is structural because the role can be occupied by different individuals over 
time. The specific names, biographies, or ideological details may change, but the function 
remains: someone willing to go lower in public language than competitors or predecessors, and 
whose willingness to do so becomes an asset the corporation uses. If one such figure is 
removed but the underlying incentives stay intact, another will emerge to fill the ecological 
niche. 
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Finally, describing this as a structural role helps shift attention from morality tales about 
uniquely bad people to questions about institutional design. How are boards, investors, and 
senior teams tacitly recruiting for bottom-feeder traits? What reward systems, media 
relationships, and product strategies make it advantageous to cultivate leaders who treat 
humiliation and dehumanization as tools? Which policies and norms would be required to make 
such roles unprofitable, not just distasteful? 

By framing bottom feeding as an emergent property of certain corporate ecologies rather than 
as a pathology of a few villains, the analysis can move beyond outrage to diagnosis. The 
chapters that follow explore how these ecologies form, how bottom-feeder executives operate 
within them, and what it might take for organizations to climb back toward cleaner water. 

 

2. Defining Bottom-Feeder Leadership 

Bottom-feeder leadership is not simply bad manners wearing an expensive suit. It is a patterned 
way of inhabiting power that depends on contempt, domination, and calculated shock as 
primary tools of influence. Where more traditional models of leadership lean on competence, 
vision, or relational trust, bottom-feeder leadership leans on the capacity to insult, to frighten, 
and to strip opponents of dignity in public view. It feeds on the worst parts of the surrounding 
culture and returns them to the organization as a kind of dark energy: galvanizing for some, 
exhausting and corrosive for others. 

To define this style, it is useful to move beyond vague descriptions like “abrasive” or “edgy” and 
identify the specific traits that recur. It is equally important to distinguish bottom-feeder 
behavior from the kind of hard, unsentimental clarity that is sometimes necessary in difficult 
circumstances. Not every blunt executive is a bottom feeder. The difference lies in where their 
sharpness is aimed, what they take pleasure in, and how their performance interacts with an 
attention economy that rewards outrage. 

This section outlines three dimensions of the definition. First, it identifies core traits: contempt, 
dominance, and an appetite for shock as ends in themselves. Second, it separates ruthless 
clarity from gleeful degradation, emphasizing that not all tough talk is the same. Third, it 
examines the interplay of performance and authenticity in a market that increasingly 
compensates executives for their willingness to serve as lightning rods of outrage. 

2.1 Core traits: contempt, dominance, and appetite for shock 

The first defining trait of bottom-feeder leadership is habitual contempt. This is not occasional 
frustration or private exasperation, but a steady posture of looking down on others as lesser 
beings: weaker, softer, stupider, or inherently suspect. Contempt appears in the way such 
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leaders talk about critics, protestors, regulators, or vulnerable populations affected by their 
products. It surfaces in offhand jokes about harm, in fantasies of humiliation, and in metaphors 
that reduce people to pests, dirt, or disease. 

Contempt alone, however, does not make the style. It is joined by a pronounced dominance 
orientation. Bottom-feeder leaders are preoccupied with hierarchy, victory, and submission. 
They speak not only of winning, but of crushing, humiliating, or degrading opponents. 
Negotiation is imagined less as finding a workable compromise than as establishing who is on 
top and who is beneath. Within the firm, this orientation often shows up in loyalty tests, public 
put-downs, and a fascination with “strength” understood as the capacity to disregard the 
feelings or perspectives of others. 

The third trait is an appetite for shock. Many executives occasionally say something sharp in 
private, then regret it. Bottom-feeder leaders do the opposite: they seek out the boundary of 
what will shock, and then step over it in public. The gasp, the outraged headline, the viral clip of 
an ugly remark—these are not side effects but part of the reward structure. Shock is valuable 
because it commands attention and signals to certain audiences that the leader is 
unconstrained by conventional norms. The more others flinch, the more the bottom feeder feels 
confirmed in their authenticity and power. 

Together, these traits produce a distinctive style. Contempt provides the emotional fuel. 
Dominance supplies the frame in which every interaction becomes a hierarchy to be enforced. 
The appetite for shock propels the leader to say out loud what others might only think in 
private, converting private disdain into public spectacle. This is why the same executive who 
might be technically competent or strategically intelligent in some domains nonetheless 
presents, in their public rhetoric, as someone eager to live at the level of the bottom. 

2.2 Distinguishing ruthless clarity from gleeful degradation 

Any serious discussion of bottom-feeder leadership must make room for a separate truth: 
organizations sometimes need leaders who can be ruthless in their assessments and honest 
about harsh realities. Sugarcoating existential risks, hiding the severity of losses, or pretending 
that every stakeholder can be fully satisfied can be its own form of cowardice. There is a kind of 
moral seriousness in saying, without euphemism, that some projects must be killed, some 
markets exited, or some partnerships refused because they are too dangerous or too 
compromised. 

Ruthless clarity, however, is fundamentally different from gleeful degradation. The former is 
concerned with the substance of decisions: what must be done, what cannot be afforded, what 
risks cannot be taken. It may involve saying hard things, but it does not revel in the humiliation 
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of specific people or groups. It recognizes the gravity of causing harm, even when harm is 
judged unavoidable. The tone is sober, not triumphant. 

Gleeful degradation, by contrast, centers on the pleasure of putting others down. The content of 
the statement is less important than its emotional charge. What matters is that someone else is 
made small: the analyst mocked, the protestor ridiculed, the migrant turned into an abstraction, 
the critic cast as diseased or brainwashed. The leader’s delight is visible in the flourish of the 
insult, the laughter at their own cruelty, the confidence that those who matter will applaud. 

Several markers help differentiate the two. When a leader is exercising ruthless clarity, they 
tend to: 

• focus on facts, tradeoffs, and consequences rather than on the inherent worth of whole 
categories of people 

• acknowledge the costs of necessary harm and express a desire to minimize it 

• show openness to criticism about methods, even while holding firm on objectives 

When a leader is indulging in gleeful degradation, they tend to: 

• collapse complex groups into caricatures, treating individuals as interchangeable 
members of a despised category 

• use violent or dehumanizing metaphors that go beyond the needs of argument or 
explanation 

• signal to allies that cruelty is a shared in-joke, a mark of belonging to the inner circle 

Ruthless clarity is compatible with empathy; gleeful degradation treats empathy as weakness. A 
leader might be blunt in describing the dangers posed by a hostile regime, for example, while 
still recognizing the humanity of civilians under its rule. A bottom-feeder leader blurs that 
distinction, turning everyone on the far side of a line into an acceptable target for contempt. 

This difference matters because organizations that genuinely need hard-headed realism can 
misinterpret bottom-feeder rhetoric as a sign of necessary toughness. In reality, the gleeful 
degradation often undermines the very clarity it pretends to provide. It licenses sloppy thinking, 
encourages groupthink, and narrows the range of perspectives that can be heard. By confusing 
cruelty with courage, firms risk selecting for leaders who are good at demeaning others but 
poor at navigating genuine complexity. 

2.3 Performance, authenticity, and the market for outrage 

Bottom-feeder leadership exists in an environment that increasingly rewards performance over 
substance. Executive personas are crafted not only through internal memos and board 
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meetings, but through televised interviews, social media posts, conference stages, and 
shareholder letters that circulate widely online. In this world, every leader is, in part, a 
performer. The question is what role they choose to play. 

Shock-front executives position themselves as brutally authentic. They contrast their own 
speech with what they describe as sanitized corporate jargon or cowardly “political 
correctness.” By saying what others supposedly fear to say, they cast themselves as truth-tellers. 
The cruelty of their language becomes part of the proof: only someone unconstrained by false 
niceties would dare speak so harshly. This performance resonates with audiences who feel that 
elites generally speak in euphemisms and half-truths. 

Yet the authenticity is often carefully curated. Statements are timed to news cycles, crafted to 
produce maximum reaction, and repeated in ways that ensure they become part of a 
recognizable brand. Outrage functions as marketing. A particularly vicious line may get clipped 
and circulated, drawing attention not only to the individual but to the company’s products and 
positioning. Supporters share the quotes as evidence of courage; detractors share them as 
warnings. Either way, the leader and the firm remain visible. 

The market for outrage reinforces this dynamic. Media outlets compete for clicks and attention, 
and incendiary quotes are ready-made content. Social platforms elevate posts that generate 
strong emotional responses, regardless of whether those responses are positive or negative. 
Investors who identify with the leader’s worldview may treat their willingness to offend as a 
proxy for resolve, rewarding the firm with capital. In some cases, customers choose the 
company precisely because they see its leadership as aligned with their own antagonisms. 

Within this marketplace, the line between performance and conviction can blur. Some bottom-
feeder leaders likely do believe every harsh word they say; their cruelty is unfiltered. Others 
discover that certain kinds of remarks play well and lean into them, even if their private views 
are more nuanced. Over time, the performance can shape the person. The more a leader is 
applauded for extremity, the harder it becomes to moderate. They become trapped in their own 
role, needing ever more shocking language to maintain their image. 

This entanglement of authenticity and performance is part of what makes bottom-feeder 
leadership structurally significant. It is not simply that a few executives happen to be cruel. The 
broader system rewards cruelty with visibility, and visibility with influence and money. 
Executives who might otherwise have remained cautious are tempted to experiment with 
harsher rhetoric. Those who are naturally inclined toward contempt discover that the world is 
ready to pay them for it. 

Understanding bottom-feeder leadership therefore requires looking beyond individual 
psychology to the incentives created by media, markets, and organizational cultures. The traits 
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of contempt, dominance, and appetite for shock do not float in a vacuum; they are continuously 
selected, amplified, and normalized by the surrounding environment. The next sections will 
explore how that environment is constructed, how organizations knowingly or unconsciously 
recruit such figures, and what happens inside the firm when these leaders are allowed to define 
the tone from the top. 

 

3. The Rhetorical Arsenal: How Shock-Front Executives Talk 

Shock-front executives do not merely hold harsh views; they cultivate a distinctive arsenal of 
language that converts those views into a durable source of power. Their speech is not random 
venting. It is patterned, strategic, and tuned to the incentives of an attention-driven 
environment. Over time, this rhetorical style reshapes how organizations perceive risk, design 
products, and treat the people affected by their decisions. 

The arsenal has several recurring components. Violent metaphors and fantasies of harm 
translate competitive or political conflict into images of physical injury, making aggression feel 
vivid and emotionally satisfying. Disease, dirt, and vermin metaphors strip opponents and 
vulnerable groups of personhood, turning them into abstract hazards to be managed rather 
than human beings to be engaged. Us-versus-them narratives collapse complex disagreements 
into simple moral binaries, erasing the legitimacy of dissent. All of this is wrapped in a pose of 
“brutal honesty,” where cruelty is framed as courage and any call for civility is dismissed as 
weakness or hypocrisy. 

These elements combine to create a linguistic environment in which empathy is suspect, nuance 
is mocked, and calls for restraint are framed as capitulation. The section that follows breaks 
down each component, tracing how it functions both inside and outside the firm. 

3.1 Violent metaphors, humiliation, and fantasies of harm 

One of the most visible features of shock-front rhetoric is its reliance on violent imagery. 
Conflicts that could be described in terms of disagreement, competition, or negotiation are 
instead cast as scenes of physical attack and retribution. Competitors are not simply 
outperformed; they are broken, destroyed, or crushed. Critics are not just answered; they are 
silenced or made to suffer. Entire categories of people become acceptable targets for imagined 
punishment. 

Humiliation plays a central role here. Bottom-feeder leaders often speak of wanting not only to 
win, but to humiliate their so-called enemies. The fantasy is not just that the other side will lose 
money, influence, or elections, but that they will be publicly shamed, exposed as fools, and left 
unable to show their faces. The pleasure of this imagined outcome leaks into the tone: jokes 
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about opponents groveling, images of them being metaphorically beaten, or casual references 
to ruining their lives. 

These fantasies of harm are rarely framed as literal instructions, but they do important work. 
They normalize the idea that causing pain to others, or watching them suffer, is a legitimate 
source of satisfaction for the in-group. They also create a reservoir of emotional justification for 
harsh policies. If a leader has repeatedly painted certain groups as deserving of humiliation, it 
becomes easier to see punitive measures as merely giving them what they deserve. 

Within the firm, this language signals to subordinates that they are expected to be comfortable 
with aggression. A product manager who suggests softening a feature that might cause 
collateral damage can be dismissed as squeamish or disloyal. A lawyer who warns about the 
real-world consequences of a program may be accused of lacking the stomach for what is 
“necessary.” In this way, violent metaphors and fantasies of harm help discipline internal 
conversation, narrowing the range of acceptable objections. 

3.2 Disease, dirt, and vermin: dehumanization as everyday style 

If violent metaphors express what shock-front executives want to do to their enemies, disease 
and vermin metaphors express what they believe their enemies are. Opponents are compared 
to infections, infestations, or contaminants that threaten to weaken the body politic or the 
corporate organism. Protest movements are described as pathologies. Ideological adversaries 
become strains of a spreading illness. Migrants, dissidents, or marginalized groups are portrayed 
as pollutants entering an otherwise healthy system. 

This style of dehumanization serves multiple functions. First, it bypasses the moral friction that 
might arise from harming actual people. It is easier to justify harsh treatment of an infection 
than of a neighbor. Second, it allows for expansive targeting. Disease and vermin metaphors are 
inherently contagious and networked; they invite action not only against those who hold certain 
views or commit certain acts, but against those around them. Friends, family, communities, or 
entire regions are drawn into the field of suspicion. 

Crucially, this language often appears in ordinary corporate contexts, not just in moments of 
visible crisis. It seeps into offhand comments at all-hands meetings, casual remarks in 
interviews, or internal jokes. Because it is metaphorical, it can be defended as mere rhetoric, 
even as it does the work of moving human beings out of the category of peers and into the 
category of hazards. Over time, employees exposed to this style may begin to adopt it 
themselves, speaking of whole populations as problems to be solved rather than as 
communities with their own agency. 

Inside the firm, disease and vermin metaphors also help create an inner ring of the virtuous. 
Those who share the leader’s disgust are invited into a sense of purity and superiority. Those 
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who flinch may feel isolated, particularly if they belong to groups being implicitly targeted. The 
organization gradually divides into those who are willing to talk about others as contaminants 
and those who are not. The former are more likely to be promoted in environments where 
bottom-feeder leadership reigns. 

3.3 Us-versus-them narratives and the erasure of legitimate dissent 

Beneath the violent and dehumanizing metaphors lies a simpler structure: a relentless division 
of the world into us and them. Shock-front executives traffic in stark binaries. There are patriots 
and traitors, makers and parasites, defenders of civilization and agents of decay. Complex 
coalitions, mixed motives, and overlapping identities are flattened into a single line. On one side 
stands the leader and their followers; on the other are everyone they define as enemies. 

This structure is emotionally powerful. It offers clarity in confusing times and belonging in 
atomized societies. For employees who feel uncertain about their place in the world, the us-
versus-them narrative can be deeply reassuring: join this company, and you are on the side of 
strength and righteousness. Questioning the leader’s rhetoric begins to feel like betraying not 
just a person, but a whole way of life. 

The cost is the erasure of legitimate dissent. Once critics are assigned to the them category, 
their arguments no longer need to be considered on their merits. A regulator raising concerns 
about privacy is not an official fulfilling a public duty, but an enemy trying to cripple the 
company. A student protestor is not a citizen speaking out, but a puppet of malign forces. An 
employee who objects to a contract on ethical grounds is not a conscientious voice, but a 
saboteur or naïf. 

This framework is particularly effective at preempting internal questioning. Employees who 
worry about certain uses of the company’s products may still care about the firm’s overall 
mission, but in a bottom-feeder regime that nuance is difficult to express. Any suggestion that 
the opposition may have a point risks being interpreted as switching sides. The result is a 
narrowing of acceptable thought: one can argue about tactics, but questioning the underlying 
us-versus-them story itself becomes almost unthinkable. 

In external communications, the same structure helps justify extreme measures. If the other 
side is not a competitor or critic but an existential threat, then surveillance, denial of rights, or 
even physical violence can be framed as regrettable but necessary. The us-versus-them narrative 
thus acts as a hinge between rhetoric and policy, converting words into a climate where certain 
actions feel inevitable. 
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3.4 The pose of “brutal honesty” and anti-civility as virtue 

Shock-front executives rarely present themselves as bullies. Instead, they claim the mantle of 
honesty. They are, in their own telling, simply willing to say what others will not. The harshness 
of their language is framed as evidence that they refuse to lie, flatter, or play along with 
comforting illusions. Calls for more measured speech are dismissed as attempts to suppress the 
truth or to enforce a stifling politeness that benefits the weak and corrupt. 

This pose of “brutal honesty” allows them to turn criticism into proof of their own virtue. If 
journalists, activists, or colleagues complain about their rhetoric, the complaint is interpreted as 
confirmation that they have struck a nerve. Opposition becomes a badge of honor. The more 
people are offended, the more the leader and their followers feel validated. They are not being 
criticized because they are reckless or cruel, but because they are supposedly dangerous to 
entrenched interests. 

Anti-civility then becomes a virtue in its own right. Courtesy, patience, and willingness to listen 
are reframed as signs of decadence or cowardice. Those who insist on maintaining respectful 
discourse in the face of disagreement are accused of lacking the courage to confront reality. In 
this way, the norms that make pluralistic conversation possible are systematically undermined. 

Inside organizations, the cult of brutal honesty can do real damage to basic working 
relationships. Feedback that could be delivered constructively is instead delivered as a 
performance of toughness. People who are on the receiving end of public humiliation are told 
they should be grateful for the “truth.” Disagreement becomes risky, not because it might be 
wrong, but because it might provide an opportunity for the leader to stage another display of 
harshness. 

The irony is that this style often reduces, rather than increases, contact with reality. When 
people fear being mocked or attacked, they are less likely to bring forward inconvenient facts. 
When leaders conflate cruelty with truthfulness, they begin to trust their own aggressive 
instincts more than the messy, partial information that real-world decision making requires. 
Over time, the organization becomes less honest with itself, even as it congratulates its leaders 
for their supposed candor. 

By examining these elements of the rhetorical arsenal, it becomes clear that bottom-feeder 
leadership is not just a matter of bad temper or colorful language. It is a coherent style of 
communication that systematically lowers empathy, narrows the space for dissent, and recruits 
the worst tendencies of the surrounding culture into the service of corporate power. The next 
sections will explore how this style interacts with media and market incentives, how 
organizations come to rely on it, and what kinds of harm it enables when paired with powerful 
technologies and far-reaching infrastructures. 
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4. The Ecology That Feeds Them: Media, Markets, and Attention 

Bottom-feeder leadership does not arise in a vacuum. It is cultivated by an ecology in which 
media systems, capital markets, and polarized publics all reward the ability to generate outrage. 
In such an environment, the executive who can reliably produce incendiary quotes is not a 
liability to be managed, but an asset to be leveraged. The shock-front persona becomes a kind 
of media technology: a human interface through which corporations can inject their preferred 
narratives into the bloodstream of public discourse. 

Understanding this ecology means looking beyond individual psychology to the infrastructures 
that decide what most people see, hear, and remember. Recommendation algorithms favor 
emotionally charged content; news outlets compete for clicks and engagement; investors and 
commentators amplify leaders who confirm their worldviews. The result is a set of external 
incentives that make it rational, in a narrow sense, for some leaders to go lower than their 
peers. 

This section examines how algorithmic amplification and the economics of provocation shape 
executive incentives, how sensational quotes overshadow mundane accountability, how 
investors and fans actively cheer the cruelty, and how this combination produces a feedback 
loop that pushes rhetoric toward ever more extreme positions. 

4.1 Algorithmic amplification and the economics of provocation 

The media environment in which contemporary executives operate is structurally tilted toward 
provocation. Social platforms are optimized for engagement: clicks, shares, comments, and time 
spent. Recommendation systems are trained, implicitly or explicitly, to give users more of what 
produces strong reactions. Anger, fear, and moral outrage are particularly potent drivers of 
engagement; they keep people scrolling, arguing, and returning. 

When a shock-front executive makes an outrageous remark, it fits this logic perfectly. A 
statement that would once have been confined to a roomful of analysts or a conference 
audience is clipped, captioned, and distributed across platforms. The more inflammatory the 
line, the more likely it is to be shared by both supporters and critics. Algorithms detect this spike 
of activity and give the content more prominence, exposing it to people who have no direct 
relationship with the company. 

For the firm, this exposure has tangible economic value. Even negative coverage can increase 
brand recognition, signal alignment to certain customer segments, and keep the company at the 
center of industry conversations. Meanwhile, the costs of provocation are often diffuse and 
delayed: a slowly eroding reputation among people who are not yet customers, a rising baseline 
of distrust, a future regulatory inquiry that is more hostile because of remembered comments. 
Short-term incentives and long-term consequences are misaligned. 
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In this landscape, the bottom feeder’s appetite for shock becomes a monetizable asset. Each 
new incident of rhetorical violence is not just a personal outburst; it is a micro-campaign of 
unpaid advertising, a way to hack the attention infrastructure without buying ad space. Even if 
communications teams later attempt damage control, the initial spike of engagement has 
already done its work. 

4.2 How sensational quotes overshadow mundane accountability 

Another important feature of the ecology is the asymmetry between what draws attention and 
what actually governs corporate behavior. The details of contracts, product designs, and internal 
policies are usually complex, technical, and slow-moving. They are hard to explain in a headline 
and easy to ignore. By contrast, a single vivid quote can be summarized in a few words and 
understood instantly. 

This asymmetry allows shock-front executives to shape public perception of the company while 
diverting attention from the underlying mechanics of power. Sensational remarks become the 
story. Critics and defenders argue about wording, tone, and symbolism, often at the expense of 
deeper questions: Which agencies are being served? What populations are affected? How are 
data, weapons, or infrastructures actually being used? 

Media organizations, operating under tight deadlines and resource constraints, often play into 
this pattern. It is far easier to cover an incendiary comment than to investigate a complex 
procurement process. Outrage content is cheaper to produce and more likely to be consumed. 
Even well-intentioned coverage that condemns the rhetoric can inadvertently amplify it, 
because repeating the quote is part of the critique. 

Inside the firm, this dynamic creates a kind of cover. As long as the executive’s words are 
generating noise, the machine can continue its work with relatively less scrutiny. Regulatory 
hearings or public debates may fixate on whether a particular phrase was “appropriate” rather 
than on the structural impact of the company’s products. Shareholders may be more interested 
in the leader’s persona than in the detailed risk profile of a new line of business. 

The result is a misallocation of accountability. The executive is judged on their talent for 
performance, and the firm is judged on the spectacle surrounding that performance, while the 
more mundane but consequential aspects of corporate conduct remain underexamined. In such 
an environment, an appetite for sensational quotes is not just tolerated but inadvertently 
rewarded. 

4.3 Investors, commentators, and fans who cheer the cruelty 

The ecology that sustains bottom-feeder leadership is not only algorithmic; it is also social. 
Investors, commentators, and segments of the public actively reward executives who express 
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contempt for their perceived enemies. The leader’s harshness becomes a proxy for alignment 
with certain political or cultural positions. Cruelty is interpreted as evidence of commitment. 

For some investors, a shock-front executive is attractive precisely because they signal a 
willingness to ignore conventional constraints. Their denigration of regulators, activists, or critics 
suggests that they will push for maximum profit and strategic advantage, even in ethically 
fraught domains. Harsh rhetoric toward marginalized groups or geopolitical rivals can be read as 
a promise that the company will not be distracted by concerns about rights or collateral 
damage. Capital flows toward the leader who appears most ruthless, under the assumption that 
ruthlessness will translate into returns. 

Commentators in sympathetic media ecosystems often act as amplifiers and interpreters. They 
celebrate offensive remarks as “based,” “courageous,” or “politically incorrect.” They frame 
backlash as proof that the leader has punctured elite hypocrisy. In doing so, they help cultivate a 
fan base that admires the executive less for what they build than for whom they insult. 

This fandom matters. When executives are met with chants of approval for their most 
demeaning lines, they receive immediate social feedback that their bottom-feeder style is 
working. They also gain a reserve of loyal defenders who will swarm critics online, accuse them 
of thin skin, or suggest that they are part of a plot to silence truth-tellers. This informal army of 
supporters increases the cost of speaking out against the leader and further insulates the firm 
from criticism. 

In this way, investors, commentators, and fans become part of the same feeding system. Money, 
attention, and admiration converge on those willing to be cruel in the right direction. The 
ecology rewards not just success, but a particular manner of being successful: triumph that is 
ostentatiously indifferent to the dignity of those on the losing side. 

4.4 The feedback loop: escalating rhetoric to stay visible 

When shock is rewarded, the bar for what counts as shocking moves. A leader who gains 
visibility and praise for crossing one rhetorical line may find that, over time, repeating the same 
kinds of remarks yields diminishing returns. Media audiences habituate. Jokes that once 
seemed outrageous become expected. To maintain their reputation as fearless truth-tellers, 
executives may feel pressure to escalate. 

This escalation can take several forms. The scope of targeted groups may widen, moving from 
specific critics to broader categories of people. The metaphors may grow more dehumanizing, 
shifting from ordinary insults to imagery of infestation, contamination, or extermination. 
Violence that was once merely implied may be described more explicitly, even if still framed 
metaphorically. 
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Internally, each escalation reshapes norms. What was shocking yesterday becomes acceptable 
today. Colleagues who initially flinched at certain comments may learn to laugh along, or at 
least to remain silent. New hires encounter the environment as a given and calibrate their 
expectations accordingly. The organization adapts to a lower baseline of respect without ever 
formally deciding to do so. 

For the executive, the feedback loop can create a trap. Their public persona becomes 
increasingly tied to a bottom-feeder style, and backing away from it can feel like betrayal of 
their brand. If they attempt to moderate, they risk losing the attention and admiration that the 
ecology has previously conferred. Supporters may accuse them of going soft; critics will not 
forget earlier statements. The path of least resistance is to continue doubling down. 

This dynamic illustrates why bottom-feeder leadership should be seen as an ecological 
phenomenon rather than a static trait. Once an executive begins to feed on outrage, the 
surrounding systems adjust in ways that make continued feeding both easier and more 
necessary. Breaking out of the loop would require not only personal change, but a 
reconfiguration of the incentives that made the loop attractive in the first place. 

In sum, media, markets, and attention form a nutrient-rich sediment in which bottom-feeder 
leaders can thrive. Algorithmic amplification, sensationalist coverage, approving investors, and 
cheering fans all help transform contemptuous speech into a source of power. Recognizing this 
ecology is essential for any serious attempt to address the problem. It suggests that focusing 
solely on individual character will never be enough; the water itself must be cleaned. 

 

5. Organizational Uses: Why Corporations Elevate Bottom Feeders 

If bottom-feeder leadership were purely a matter of personal dysfunction, organizations would 
quietly sideline such figures. The fact that they are instead elevated, protected, and sometimes 
celebrated tells us something about the uses they serve. Corporations are not naïve about the 
risks of inflammatory executives. They see the complaints, feel the internal discomfort, and read 
the critical coverage. Yet they often keep these leaders in place, or even build strategy around 
them, because the perceived benefits outweigh the perceived costs in the short and medium 
term. 

Bottom feeders perform specific functions for the firm. They shift the range of acceptable 
policies by staking out extreme positions, making previously unthinkable choices seem 
moderate by comparison. They act as lightning rods for criticism, absorbing outrage that might 
otherwise attach to the brand or the board. They play the bad cop in negotiations, softening the 
appearance of other executives who present more reasonable terms. Internally, they mobilize 
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employees around a sense of siege, using wartime stories and loyalty tests to retain those 
willing to operate in ethically gray territory while pushing others to leave. 

This section examines these organizational uses in turn, showing how they make bottom-feeder 
leadership structurally attractive even to people who are not personally drawn to such behavior. 

5.1 Overton-window shifting: making harsh policies look moderate 

The concept of the Overton window refers to the range of policies and positions that are 
considered acceptable to discuss in mainstream discourse. One way to move that window is to 
propose something far outside of it, shocking enough that more modest but still aggressive 
proposals begin to look centrist by comparison. Bottom-feeder executives specialize in this 
tactic, whether consciously or not. 

When a leader publicly voices the most punitive, sweeping, or militarized version of an idea, 
they reset expectations. For example, if they talk in interviews about extreme measures they 
would like to see taken against certain populations or critics, then internal proposals that merely 
expand surveillance or restrict rights can be framed as pragmatic compromises. What was once 
extreme becomes the middle ground. 

Inside the company, this dynamic helps product teams, lawyers, and business units push 
through initiatives that might otherwise be seen as excessive. If the shock-front executive has 
been publicly fantasizing about much harsher actions, then a contract or feature that falls short 
of those fantasies can be sold as reasonable. Colleagues who feel uneasy may find it harder to 
argue against something that appears, relative to the leader’s rhetoric, almost restrained. 

Externally, the same effect plays out in media coverage and regulatory debates. When 
journalists, activists, or lawmakers are preoccupied with the most inflammatory statements, less 
attention is paid to the specifics of proposed policies. Regulators might feel a sense of relief 
when the company offers concessions that seem generous compared to the leader’s public 
remarks, even if those concessions still leave significant power in corporate hands. 

In this way, bottom-feeder speech acts as a bargaining chip. The leader plays the role of the 
person who asks for far too much, so that others can appear magnanimous by accepting less. 
The firm pays a reputational cost for the extremity of the language, but it gains room to move 
the Overton window in its favor, a trade many boards are willing to tolerate. 

5.2 The lightning-rod effect: personalizing systemic criticism 

Another organizational use of bottom feeders is their role as lightning rods. Public outrage 
about corporate behavior often needs a face, and shock-front executives supply one. Their 
inflammatory statements become the focal point for anger that might otherwise be directed at 
the company’s entire leadership or at the structural issues intrinsic to its business model. 
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When criticism is personalized, it is easier to manage. Protests, articles, and online campaigns 
center on the persona of the executive rather than on the complex network of decisions, 
contracts, and technologies that produce harm. The firm can respond with statements that 
distance the brand from the leader’s most extreme comments, portraying them as an individual 
with a distinctive style rather than as a representative of collective intent. 

This personalization also allows other senior figures to play more conciliatory roles. Board 
members, general counsels, or division heads can appear in public as balanced, moderate 
voices, expressing concern about tone while defending the overall direction of the company. 
They gain credibility by subtly disavowing some of the leader’s language, even as they continue 
to implement the very policies that language was designed to normalize. 

Internally, the lightning-rod effect can help diffuse employee anxiety. Staff who are 
uncomfortable with the executive’s rhetoric may be reassured by private conversations with 
other leaders who suggest that the language is just a personal quirk or a media-facing 
performance. They are encouraged to separate the person from the work, to believe that the 
real decisions are made elsewhere or with more nuance. This compartmentalization can keep 
talented people in roles they might otherwise leave, and it buys time for the organization to 
continue on its chosen path. 

In practice, the lightning-rod function turns the bottom-feeder executive into a kind of sacrificial 
figure who absorbs symbolic blows while shielding the deeper structures from sustained 
scrutiny. The firm may occasionally accept minor consequences for the leader’s remarks—a 
public apology, a temporary dip in reputation—while the core system remains intact. 

5.3 “Bad cop” diplomacy in regulation, lobbying, and deals 

In negotiations with regulators, governments, and large counterparties, corporations often 
deploy a classic tactic: the division of roles into bad cop and good cop. The bottom-feeder 
executive is unusually suited to the bad cop role, using aggressive rhetoric to set a hostile 
baseline that makes other negotiators appear more reasonable and flexible. 

In regulatory contexts, the shock-front leader might publicly denounce proposed rules as 
existential threats to innovation or national security, accusing regulators of naivety or malice. 
Behind the scenes, other executives or lobbyists can approach the same regulators with a more 
cooperative tone, offering adjustments and compromises. The contrast makes their proposals 
appear moderate and constructive, even if they still heavily favor the company’s interests. 

In dealmaking, similar dynamics apply. A bottom-feeder leader can signal that the firm is 
prepared to walk away, to escalate conflicts, or to bring public pressure to bear. Their reputation 
for harshness becomes a negotiation asset. Counterparties who fear being publicly attacked or 
portrayed as weak may be more willing to accept terms to avoid a confrontation. Meanwhile, 
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operational leaders can present themselves as the adults in the room, smoothing over tensions 
created by the top figure’s threats. 

This division of labor allows organizations to benefit from the pressure generated by aggressive 
rhetoric without having to fully own it. The bad cop creates fear and lowers expectations; the 
good cop extracts concessions and maintains relationships. The bottom-feeder leader becomes 
a tool in a broader repertoire of corporate diplomacy. 

The cost of this tactic is the normalization of intimidation as a legitimate business method. 
When using a leader’s capacity for public cruelty becomes part of the firm’s toolkit, it further 
entrenches that style as valuable. Efforts to moderate or remove such executives may then be 
resisted not only out of personal loyalty, but because they are perceived as weakening the 
company’s strategic position. 

5.4 Internal mobilization: wartime stories, loyalty tests, and exit pressure 

Beyond external functions, bottom-feeder executives are used to shape the internal life of the 
firm. Their rhetoric creates a sense of war, siege, or existential struggle that can mobilize certain 
employees while pushing others out. The organization is recast as a fortress under attack, and 
the leader as its uncompromising defender. 

Wartime stories are central to this mobilization. The executive describes the company’s mission 
in grand, combative terms: defending civilization, preserving order, or standing against chaos. 
Competitors, critics, or regulators are folded into a narrative of encroaching threat. Everyday 
business decisions are framed as moves on a battlefield rather than as choices in a complex, 
multi-stakeholder environment. 

This framing can be deeply compelling for employees who crave meaning and intensity in their 
work. It makes late nights, moral discomfort, and personal sacrifice feel part of a larger crusade. 
It also simplifies ethical reflection: if the organization is on the side of survival and order, then 
whatever it does is presumptively justified as necessary to win the war. 

Loyalty tests reinforce this dynamic. Under bottom-feeder leadership, questioning the 
executive’s rhetoric or the direction it implies can be treated as evidence of insufficient 
commitment. Those who express concern about harms or overreach may be asked whether 
they truly believe in the mission. Promotions and access to high-impact projects can become 
contingent on performing enthusiasm for the leader’s style, not just for the work itself. 

At the same time, exit pressure operates on those who cannot or will not acclimate. Employees 
who find the rhetoric intolerable, or who identify with groups being implicitly targeted, may 
leave rather than fight a culture they perceive as hostile. In the short term, this can benefit the 
company by concentrating the remaining workforce around people willing to accept, or 
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embrace, bottom-feeder norms. Over time, however, it narrows the diversity of perspectives 
and reduces the pool of people willing to challenge harmful decisions. 

From the organization’s point of view, the bottom-feeder leader thus functions as both a 
magnet and a filter. They attract those who resonate with their wartime worldview and filter 
out those who do not. The immediate result is a more unified, if more extreme, internal culture. 
The deeper result is a firm whose capacity for self-critique has been significantly weakened, 
making it easier to slide into practices that would once have triggered substantial internal 
resistance. 

In aggregate, these organizational uses help explain why corporations elevate bottom feeders 
despite the obvious risks. They are not accidents but tools: Overton-window shifters, lightning 
rods, bad cops, and internal mobilizers. As long as the benefits of these roles are valued more 
than the long-term costs of ethical erosion and public distrust, bottom-feeder leadership will 
continue to find its place at the top. 

 

6. Inside the Firm: Culture Under Bottom-Feeder Rule 

From the outside, bottom-feeder leadership often looks like a public relations problem: a 
handful of shocking quotes, a polarizing interview, a viral clip. Inside the firm, however, the 
consequences are more pervasive and subtle. When contempt, domination, and shock become 
the tone from the top, they seep into meetings, memos, performance reviews, and product 
roadmaps. Even people who never fully endorse the leader’s worldview must learn to navigate 
it, accommodate it, or eventually leave. 

Culture under bottom-feeder rule is not created by one speech or one scandal. It is produced by 
countless small adjustments: the jokes people feel safe making, the concerns they no longer 
raise, the hires who are quietly turned away, the projects that move faster because nobody 
wants to ask whether they should. Over time, the organization’s moral center of gravity shifts. 
What would once have been recognized as unacceptable begins to feel like “just how things are 
done here.” 

This section considers four aspects of that internal transformation: the normalization of 
contempt in everyday work, the chilling effect on whistleblowers and ethical dissent, the way 
recruitment and retention patterns create a self-selection of true believers, and the slow exile of 
those who refuse to feed at the bottom. 

6.1 Normalizing contempt in meetings, memos, and product decisions 

When a bottom-feeder executive openly mocks critics or fantasizes about humiliating 
opponents, they set a standard for how powerful people in the firm are allowed to talk. Even if 
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no one is explicitly instructed to emulate them, subordinates quickly absorb the signal: 
contempt is not only tolerated, it is a mark of alignment with leadership. 

In meetings, this shows up in small but telling ways. A manager sneers at a regulator as clueless 
instead of engaging seriously with the regulatory risk. An engineer refers to a user population as 
“idiots” or “cattle” when discussing how to drive engagement. A sales lead jokes about 
customers in marginalized regions as backward or disposable. These remarks might once have 
felt out of place; under bottom-feeder rule, they are more likely to elicit laughter, or at least 
silence. 

Written communication follows suit. Internal emails and memos adopt the leader’s framing, 
speaking of “cleaning up” problematic populations, “rooting out” internal deviants, or 
“neutralizing” external critics. Documents proposing new features or contracts use language 
that treats human beings primarily as targets, assets, or obstacles, with little effort to consider 
their perspectives or rights. The style of speech that was once confined to the executive’s 
interviews becomes embedded in the firm’s paperwork. 

This cultural drift has direct implications for product decisions. When contempt is normalized, 
design discussions are less likely to include questions such as “What could go wrong for the 
people on the other side of this feature?” or “How might this tool be abused by bad actors?” 
Such questions can be dismissed as soft, political, or off-mission. The result is a pipeline that 
prioritizes what can be built and sold over what ought to be built and sold. Harm becomes an 
afterthought, addressed only when it threatens to rebound on the company’s reputation or 
legal exposure. 

The normalization of contempt also affects how employees treat each other. Teams internalize 
the idea that status is tied to the willingness to speak harshly and dismissively. People who 
model empathy or curiosity about others’ viewpoints may be seen as weak. Over time, this 
corrodes trust within the organization, as individuals learn that vulnerability and doubt are 
liabilities in a culture where disdain is currency. 

6.2 Chilling effects on whistleblowers and ethical dissent 

A culture shaped by bottom-feeder leadership is inhospitable to whistleblowers and ethical 
dissenters. When the most powerful figure in the company publicly dehumanizes certain groups 
or celebrates their suffering, employees who worry about the firm’s impact on those groups 
receive a clear message: your moral instincts are misaligned with the people who matter. 

This message has a chilling effect. Potential whistleblowers may ask themselves whether raising 
concerns will mark them as naive, disloyal, or even as belonging to the enemy camp. If 
colleagues frequently echo the leader’s contemptuous language, it becomes difficult to know 



25 
 

whom to trust with a sensitive observation about harm or misconduct. Fear of retaliation is not 
always formal; it may be rooted in the expectation of being ostracized, sidelined, or ridiculed. 

Formal reporting channels are not immune to this climate. Ethics hotlines, ombudspersons, and 
compliance departments depend on a baseline of confidence that the organization actually 
wants to hear bad news. Under bottom-feeder rule, that confidence erodes. Employees may 
believe that complaints about harms to dehumanized groups will be treated as nuisances or, 
worse, as proof that the complainant does not share the company’s priorities. 

Even informal dissent is dampened. In a meeting where a new project is being discussed, 
someone might briefly voice discomfort about possible downstream uses. If the response is a 
mocking joke or a reminder of the leader’s harsher views, they are unlikely to raise the issue 
again. Colleagues who share the concern may stay silent rather than risk being associated with 
weakness. Gradually, people learn which topics it is safe to discuss and which are better left 
unspoken. 

The net effect is that information about risk, harm, and ethical compromise flows upward less 
reliably. Problems that might have been caught early are allowed to grow. When scandals 
eventually break, it often emerges that many people inside the firm saw warning signs but felt 
unable or unwilling to force a confrontation. In this way, bottom-feeder culture not only 
increases the likelihood of harm; it also weakens the organization’s capacity to recognize and 
correct its own errors. 

6.3 Recruitment, retention, and the self-selection of true believers 

Culture is partly shaped by who joins and who stays. Under bottom-feeder leadership, 
recruitment and retention patterns tend to favor people who are comfortable with, or attracted 
to, the prevailing style. Over time, this self-selection process can transform the workforce in 
ways that make the culture more extreme and more resistant to reform. 

At the recruitment stage, candidates encounter the leader’s persona through public statements, 
interviews, and company branding. Some will be repelled by the contempt and aggression; they 
never apply, or they drop out during the process. Others will be intrigued or energized. They 
read the leader’s harshness as evidence of strength, authenticity, or ideological alignment. 
Those candidates are more likely to persevere, accept offers, and enter the organization with 
positive expectations. 

Hiring managers, consciously or not, may also favor people who seem unfazed by the bottom-
feeder style. In interviews, a candidate who expresses discomfort with dehumanizing language 
or questions the company’s toughest contracts might be seen as a poor “cultural fit.” By 
contrast, someone who praises the leader’s bluntness or repeats their talking points can be 
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perceived as aligned. The criteria for fit shift in subtle ways, privileging people who share the 
leader’s antagonisms. 

Retention amplifies this effect. Employees who find the culture unbearable—especially those 
who identify with groups targeted by the rhetoric—are more likely to leave. Their departures 
may not be formally documented as moral objections; they show up as resignations, transfers, 
or quiet dropouts from advancement paths. The people who remain are disproportionately 
those who can tolerate or endorse the bottom-feeder environment. 

Over cycles of hiring, promotion, and attrition, the organization’s internal composition changes. 
Departments that deal directly with controversial clients or projects may become dominated by 
individuals who see the work as an exciting expression of their worldview rather than as a 
difficult ethical compromise. Dissenting voices are not necessarily fired; they are simply 
outnumbered, outvoted, and overshadowed. 

This self-selection of true believers makes it harder for the firm to pivot. Even if external 
pressure or leadership changes eventually push the company toward reform, the internal base 
may resist. People who joined because they admired the bottom-feeder style may see 
moderation as a betrayal of the mission. Attempts to redirect the culture may be met with 
cynicism, passive resistance, or organized pushback, prolonging the life of practices that outside 
observers assume can be easily abandoned. 

6.4 The slow exile of people who refuse to feed at the bottom 

Not everyone in a bottom-feeder-led firm becomes a true believer. Many employees try to hold 
onto their own ethical standards while surviving within a hostile environment. Their experience 
is often one of slow exile rather than sudden expulsion. 

At first, such individuals may attempt to compartmentalize. They tell themselves that the 
leader’s rhetoric is “just talk,” that the real work can still be done responsibly. They focus on 
colleagues who share their values, carve out pockets of decency in their teams, and avoid direct 
contact with the most toxic dynamics. For a while, this can work, especially in large 
organizations where not everyone interacts closely with the top. 

Over time, however, the culture’s expectations press in. People who refuse to laugh at 
demeaning jokes are noticed. Those who habitually raise concerns about harmful impacts 
acquire reputations as complainers or obstacles. Opportunities for advancement may pass them 
by, with vague explanations about not being “on the same page” or lacking “drive.” They are 
invited to fewer strategic meetings, assigned to less influential projects, or subtly discouraged 
from pursuing certain internal roles. 
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This gradual marginalization can be harder to resist than overt persecution. There is no single 
moment to point to as a breaking point, no explicit policy that can be challenged. Rather, there 
is a cumulative sense of being out of place, of swimming against a current that is unlikely to 
change. Some people adapt, toning down their objections and adopting the locally acceptable 
level of indifference. Others withdraw emotionally while staying physically, doing the minimum 
required to avoid conflict. 

Eventually, many choose to leave. Their departures may be framed as personal decisions—
seeking new challenges, wanting a different lifestyle—rather than as statements about the 
culture. The organization loses individuals who might have formed the core of an internal 
reform movement. Their absence reinforces the perception that “everyone here is on board,” 
even if that has been achieved less by persuasion than by attrition. 

The slow exile of those who refuse to feed at the bottom is one of the most damaging aspects 
of bottom-feeder rule. It ensures that the people most likely to advocate for humane practices 
and long-term trust are systematically filtered out, leaving behind a structure that is increasingly 
efficient at executing harmful strategies and increasingly deaf to reasons not to. When scandals 
finally erupt or crises hit, the internal critics who might have helped the firm avoid disaster are 
no longer present. 

Taken together, these dynamics show that the presence of a bottom-feeder leader is not a 
cosmetic issue confined to public relations. It reshapes the internal life of the firm: how people 
talk, what they fear, who they hire, and who they lose. Any serious attempt to address the 
harms associated with such leadership must therefore look not only at the figure at the top, but 
at the culture that grows beneath them. 

 

7. Infrastructures of Harm: When Rhetoric Meets Technology and Policy 

Bottom-feeder leadership would be troubling enough if it remained at the level of talk. The 
deeper danger arises when that rhetoric intersects with concrete infrastructures: software 
platforms, data pipelines, surveillance systems, weapons, logistics networks, and legal 
frameworks. Language that treats certain people as infections, vermin, or enemies to be 
humiliated does not stay confined to interview clips and shareholder letters. It seeps into the 
way products are imagined, how policies are drafted, and which contracts are considered 
legitimate business. 

In technologically intensive firms, the executive’s worldview exerts a gravitational pull on the 
design process. Engineers, product managers, and policy teams absorb assumptions encoded in 
the leader’s stories: who is dangerous, who is irrelevant, whose suffering counts as collateral. 
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Over time, these assumptions become embedded in features, defaults, and governance 
structures. Harm is no longer just hoped for or fantasized about; it is operationalized. 

This section traces how that translation happens. It begins with the movement from metaphor 
to mechanism, showing how rhetoric shapes product scope. It then examines the role of 
surveillance and targeting infrastructures in turning dehumanization into bureaucratic routine. 
Next, it considers the protective story that “we just build tools” under dehumanizing leadership. 
Finally, it outlines the pathways by which boardroom bravado can translate into real-world 
injury. 

7.1 From metaphors to mechanisms: how language shapes product scope 

Metaphors are not mere decoration. When a leader repeatedly describes specific groups as 
infections, parasites, or invaders, they frame the problem space in ways that naturally suggest 
particular technical responses. If people are an infection, then the appropriate tools are those 
that detect, isolate, and neutralize. If they are invaders, the appropriate response is to fortify 
borders, track movements, and preempt perceived threats. 

Product teams working under such leadership absorb these frames, sometimes without 
noticing. A data platform might be pitched internally as a way to “identify and excise bad actors 
from the social body.” A predictive analytics system might be justified as a means to “root out 
contagion before it spreads.” The initial metaphors guide what kinds of data are collected, which 
patterns are treated as suspicious, and how aggressively the system is designed to intervene. 

Scope decisions are especially vulnerable to this influence. When thinking about new features 
or markets, teams ask: What is within our mandate? Who are our natural customers? Under 
bottom-feeder rhetoric, those questions are answered in terms shaped by contempt. The 
company is encouraged to see itself as a weapon on behalf of certain states, agencies, or 
economic interests against designated enemies. Product scope expands into areas—mass 
surveillance, predictive policing, battlefield logistics—that might otherwise have triggered 
intense internal debate. 

Even when formal processes exist for assessing ethical risks, the initial framing can tilt the 
playing field. An ethics review that begins from the assumption that a target population is a kind 
of infestation to be controlled will reach different conclusions than one that starts by 
recognizing them as rights-bearing individuals. When bottom-feeder metaphors set the tone, 
the range of alternatives considered shrinks. Options like “do not build this” or “limit this 
capability” appear less obvious, less realistic, or less aligned with the leader’s vision. 

In this way, rhetoric about enemies and contaminants performs a kind of pre-processing on 
reality. By the time design documents are written, the world has already been divided into 
those who must be protected at any cost and those whose lives can be rearranged, monitored, 
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or harmed to secure that protection. The infrastructure that emerges is not neutral; it is the 
crystallized form of an earlier, more fluid language of contempt. 

7.2 Surveillance, targeting, and the bureaucratization of dehumanization 

Modern infrastructures of harm are rarely built as crude blunt instruments. They come wrapped 
in procedural language: dashboards, workflows, access controls, audit logs, compliance reports. 
The violence they enable is often mediated by layers of bureaucracy, legal justification, and 
institutional ritual. Under bottom-feeder leadership, this bureaucratic scaffolding becomes the 
means by which dehumanization is made routine. 

Surveillance systems are a prime example. A firm might develop tools that integrate data from 
multiple sources—cameras, phone metadata, financial records—to build profiles of individuals 
or communities. On paper, the purpose is to identify threats, prevent crime, or manage borders. 
In practice, the categories of “threat” and “crime” can be heavily influenced by the leader’s 
rhetoric. Populations that have been consistently described as dangerous or corrupt become 
default targets for intensive monitoring. 

Targeting systems follow a similar logic. Whether in policing, warfare, or commercial decision-
making, tools that prioritize certain individuals for attention or action reflect underlying 
judgments about whose behavior matters and whose rights can be overridden. Under 
dehumanizing leadership, thresholds for intervention may be set lower for groups the leader 
despises, and higher for those they valorize. False positives that harm stigmatized populations 
are treated as acceptable noise; false positives affecting the in-group are intolerable errors 
demanding immediate correction. 

Bureaucratization plays a crucial role in making all this feel normal. Analysts and operators are 
given interfaces that present decisions as click-by-click choices guided by scores, alerts, and 
color-coded risk levels. They are trained to trust the system’s outputs and to see their role as 
following established procedures. The human beings on the receiving end are reduced to data 
points, icons, or dots on a map—exactly the kind of abstraction into which bottom-feeder 
metaphors can easily flow. 

Within this bureaucratic environment, responsibility is dispersed. The executive who 
encouraged contempt is far from the screen where a specific person’s life is affected. The 
engineer who designed the algorithm never sees the raid it helped justify. The policy team that 
wrote the rules does not sit in on the interrogation. Everyone can tell themselves they are just 
performing a small, rational task inside a larger, ostensibly legitimate system. 

In this way, infrastructures of surveillance and targeting become vessels for dehumanization 
without needing to mention the dehumanizing language explicitly. The culture at the top sets 
the tone; the machinery below carries it out in methodical, professional form. 
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7.3 “We just build tools”: deniability under dehumanizing leadership 

One of the most persistent stories told by technology companies is that they “just build tools.” 
This narrative is especially attractive under bottom-feeder leadership, because it provides a way 
to reconcile aggressive rhetoric with claims of moral innocence. The executive can speak as if 
the company is engaged in a civilizational war, while the official position remains that the firm 
merely provides neutral infrastructure to clients who bear ultimate responsibility for how it is 
used. 

This deniability operates on several levels. Legally, contracts may include clauses that place all 
operational responsibility on the client. Public communications emphasize that the company 
does not make policy; it only supplies technology. Internally, employees are told that they are 
empowering others to make difficult decisions, not making those decisions themselves. 

Under neutral leadership, this story is already questionable; under bottom-feeder leadership, it 
becomes untenable. When the same people who approve product roadmaps are publicly 
dehumanizing the populations their clients will act upon, the claim of neutrality collapses. The 
firm is not simply responding to demand; it is actively shaping the demand through its rhetoric, 
lobbying, and vision of what is necessary or desirable. 

Yet the “we just build tools” narrative persists because it is convenient for all parties. Executives 
can enjoy the power and excitement of being seen as decisive actors in high-stakes conflicts 
while retaining a formal shield against accusations of complicity. Employees can tell themselves 
that they are not responsible for downstream harms, especially if they never see those harms 
directly. Clients can deflect scrutiny by pointing to the company’s reassurances about risk 
management and oversight. 

The presence of bottom-feeder rhetoric adds a darker twist. When a leader has described 
certain people as infections or enemies to be humiliated, and then sells tools to institutions 
known to target those people, it is no longer plausible to treat the company’s role as passive. 
The rhetoric signals intent. It reveals the moral imagination within which the tools were 
conceived. The claim of neutrality becomes less a misperception than a deliberate strategy for 
diffusing accountability. 

In this context, deniability itself becomes part of the infrastructure of harm. It is the protective 
coating that allows dehumanization to be translated into code and policy without triggering 
sufficient internal or external resistance. As long as enough people accept the story that “we 
just build tools,” the firm can continue to operate at the intersection of violent rhetoric and 
powerful technology with relatively little constraint. 
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7.4 Pathways from boardroom bravado to real-world injury 

The journey from an executive’s shocking statement to a specific instance of harm is rarely 
linear or immediately visible. That distance makes it easy for leaders to deny that their words 
have consequences. Yet if we trace the pathways carefully, patterns emerge. 

Consider a simplified chain. A bottom-feeder executive repeatedly describes a particular group 
as an existential threat, an infestation, or a corrupting influence. This framing shapes internal 
discussions about product strategy: building more powerful tools for monitoring and controlling 
that group feels aligned with the company’s purpose. Engineering teams prioritize features that 
enhance visibility into their movements, communications, or financial transactions. Sales teams 
pursue clients who are eager to use such tools aggressively. Policy teams craft language that 
maximizes flexibility for those clients while minimizing the firm’s formal obligations. 

Meanwhile, the executive’s public rhetoric primes clients, partners, and even operators to see 
the targeted group in the same dehumanizing light. When a law enforcement agency uses the 
platform to identify and raid communities, the people carrying out those operations may feel 
confirmed in their belief that they are dealing with something less than fully human. Mistakes 
that harm innocents are more easily dismissed. Complaints of abuse are less likely to be 
believed. 

Real-world injuries follow: a family is torn apart by an arrest based on flawed data; a protest is 
violently suppressed after being flagged as a risk; a border crossing becomes the site of an 
incident fueled by misinterpretation of an automated alert. Each event has multiple 
contributing causes, and none can be traced solely to a single executive’s words. Yet the 
atmosphere that made these actions feel legitimate was partially created in boardrooms and 
conference stages where rhetoric of contempt went unchallenged. 

Even in less dramatic settings, the pathways matter. A company that adopts a bottom-feeder 
posture toward certain customers may design pricing or access models that deepen inequality. 
A platform that treats disfavored users as expendable may be slower to address harassment or 
abuse directed at them. Policies written with a lens of contempt will rarely err on the side of 
protecting the dignity of those at the sharp end. 

Crucially, these pathways can be invisible to the people at the top. Executives may genuinely not 
know the names or faces of those harmed. They may receive only high-level reports, scrubbed 
of human detail. The abstraction allows them to maintain the illusion that their rhetoric is 
disconnected from the specifics of suffering. Meanwhile, people on the ground—social workers, 
community organizers, journalists, and families—experience the company’s influence as 
painfully concrete. 
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Recognizing these pathways is not about assigning all blame to one person. It is about 
understanding how a cultural stance at the apex of an organization disseminates through layers 
of technology, policy, and bureaucracy until it emerges as altered life chances for people who 
never chose to be part of the system. Once that connection is visible, it becomes harder to treat 
bottom-feeder rhetoric as a mere stylistic quirk. It is, instead, one of the inputs into a machinery 
of harm whose outputs are measured in broken lives, not just in stock prices and headlines. 

 

8. Asymmetries of Protection: Who Gets Guarded and Who Gets Exposed 

In theory, modern institutions claim to protect people from harm in a content-neutral way: rules 
against harassment, discrimination, and incitement are supposed to apply regardless of who is 
speaking or who is targeted. In practice, the protections are uneven. Some forms of harmful 
speech are aggressively policed—especially explicit slurs and direct calls for violence—while 
other, more sanitized forms of dehumanization are treated as acceptable strategy, so long as 
they are wrapped in the right language and emanate from the right kinds of actors. 

Bottom-feeder leadership exploits these asymmetries. Executives learn what they can and 
cannot say without triggering institutional alarms. They may avoid crude epithets and explicit 
threats, but they freely deploy metaphors of infestation, contamination, and civilizational 
conflict that serve similar functions: to mark whole populations as lesser, dangerous, or 
expendable. Because this rhetoric is dressed in the vocabulary of policy, national security, or 
innovation, it passes through many filters that would block less polished forms of hate. 

This section explores four facets of these asymmetries. It begins by examining why slurs trigger 
alarms while polite dehumanization passes as strategy. It then considers how compliance 
departments, public relations teams, and AI safety systems act as partial, but incomplete, 
firewalls. Next, it highlights the quiet victims of these gaps: people who are targeted without 
ever being named. Finally, it sketches ways to rethink corporate and technical guardrails so they 
respond not only to the form of language, but also to its role in enabling harm. 

8.1 Why slurs trigger alarms while polite dehumanization passes as strategy 

Many institutions now maintain explicit lists of prohibited terms and categories: racial slurs, 
homophobic insults, calls for genocide, and similar expressions fall under clear rules. These lists 
are encoded in HR policies, platform guidelines, and automated filters. When someone uses 
such language, there is a defined procedure for warning, sanctioning, or removing them. The 
boundaries are not perfect, but they are visible. 

Polite dehumanization, by contrast, rarely appears on those lists. When an executive describes 
certain groups as “infiltrators,” “contaminants,” or “agents of chaos,” the language is abstract 
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enough to evade keyword filters and vague enough to be defended as a metaphor. When they 
speak of “cleaning up” neighborhoods, “draining” social movements, or “hardening” borders 
against undefined threats, they can always claim to be talking about criminality or ideology, not 
about human beings as such. 

There are several reasons for this discrepancy. First, explicit slurs are low-hanging fruit. They are 
easy to detect, easy to condemn, and politically safe to oppose. Policing them allows institutions 
to demonstrate commitment to inclusion without confronting more structurally embedded 
forms of harm. Second, polite dehumanization often wears the costume of seriousness. It shows 
up in policy speeches, white papers, and investor calls, not in anonymous comment threads. It is 
associated with power and expertise, and so it receives more deference. 

Third, reacting to polite dehumanization requires interpretive work. The harm lies not in any 
single word, but in patterns: who is being framed as a threat, how consistently, and with what 
implications for policy and practice. This demands a level of contextual analysis that many 
institutions are not set up to perform, or that they are reluctant to perform when the results 
would implicate their own leaders and core businesses. 

Bottom-feeder executives learn to operate in this gap. They understand that a crude slur could 
cause trouble, but that describing entire categories of people as “diseased” or “corrupted” will 
slip past many alarms. They internalize the lesson that what matters is not whether their words 
reduce others’ humanity, but whether they do so in the right register. In effect, the system 
teaches them to dehumanize in prose rather than in obscenities. 

The result is an inversion of risk: a junior employee who uses a forbidden term in a private chat 
may face swift punishment, while a senior executive who repeatedly constructs a whole 
population as a legitimate target for coercion may face none at all, as long as they use the 
accepted vocabulary of strategy and security. 

8.2 Compliance, PR, and AI safety as partial firewalls 

Within corporations, three kinds of internal systems often stand between leadership rhetoric 
and the outside world: compliance functions, public relations teams, and, increasingly, AI-driven 
safety tools. Each plays a role in moderating what is said and how it is interpreted. Each also has 
built-in limitations that allow bottom-feeder styles to persist. 

Compliance departments are primarily tasked with ensuring that the company does not violate 
laws or regulations. Their focus is on avoiding legal exposure: discrimination suits, harassment 
claims, regulatory violations. When they look at executive speech, they ask whether it might be 
construed as explicit discrimination against protected classes, incitement, or admission of 
unlawful practices. Polite dehumanization that stays just inside formal legal boundaries can 
escape their remit, even when it creates a hostile environment in broader moral terms. 
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Public relations teams care about brand perception. They monitor how statements will play in 
media and among key constituencies. When an executive’s language generates backlash, PR 
professionals work to reframe, contextualize, or downplay the harm. They may coach leaders to 
avoid certain phrases or to follow inflammatory remarks with more conciliatory ones. Yet 
because they are ultimately employed to protect the company’s interests, they often steer clear 
of deeper challenges to the underlying worldview. The goal is to manage perception, not to 
transform the culture. 

AI safety tools, when used to screen communications, tend to inherit the same biases as 
external moderation systems. They are good at detecting explicit slurs, direct threats, and 
obvious hate speech. They are less adept at grasping the cumulative effect of repeated 
metaphors that frame some people as less worthy of protection. If the training data privileges 
surface-level toxicity metrics over structural analysis of power and harm, the tools will 
reproduce that focus. They will flag the wrong tone but miss the wrong target. 

All three systems generate a sense of safety that is, in some respects, illusory. Executives can 
reassure themselves that if their speech passes compliance, PR, and automated checks, it must 
be within acceptable bounds. Employees can be told that any truly problematic rhetoric would 
be caught by the appropriate channels. In reality, the firewalls often intercept only the most 
obvious sparks, allowing a slow-burning fire of respectable dehumanization to continue 
unchecked. 

Moreover, when these systems do challenge leaders, the challenges are often framed in 
instrumental terms: “This might hurt our reputation,” “This could alienate key partners,” “This 
presents regulatory risk.” The underlying ethical question—are we speaking about other human 
beings in ways that strip them of dignity and invite harm?—is secondary. Bottom-feeder 
executives learn to adjust just enough to satisfy the instrumental concerns, without 
relinquishing the core pattern of contempt. 

8.3 The quiet victims: people targeted without ever being named 

One of the most insidious features of polite dehumanization is that many of its targets are never 
explicitly named. They are gestured toward through proxies: “criminal elements,” “radical 
agitators,” “illegals,” “undesirables,” “threats to order.” These terms often map onto specific 
communities—by race, religion, class, or political position—but the mapping is deniable. 

For the people on the receiving end, the effect is nonetheless real. They experience increased 
surveillance, harsher enforcement, and reduced access to protections. Their neighborhoods are 
subject to raids, their communications are monitored, their protests are met with force. They 
feel the chill in the air when they interact with systems shaped by a worldview that silently 
marks them as suspect. 
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Yet because they are not named directly, they may struggle to prove that they are being singled 
out. There is no slur to point to, no openly discriminatory policy to challenge. The harms arrive 
through ostensibly neutral mechanisms: risk scores, eligibility criteria, targeting algorithms, 
threat assessments. The system insists that it is colorblind, ideology-neutral, or purely data-
driven, even as its effects cluster along familiar lines of vulnerability. 

These quiet victims are often far from the arenas where executive rhetoric is debated. They may 
never hear the conference speech in which their existence is framed as a problem. They may 
not know the names of the executives whose worldview informed the tools used against them. 
From their perspective, harm appears as a series of opaque, local incidents: a denied visa here, 
a frozen account there, a sudden police presence at a demonstration. 

Because their experiences are fragmented and individualized, it is harder for them to generate 
the kind of visible controversy that would trigger institutional responses. A single egregious slur 
can generate headlines and organizational soul-searching; thousands of small injuries dispersed 
across time and space rarely do. Bottom-feeder leadership thrives in this gap between spectacle 
and accumulation: the harms least visible to those in power are often the most pervasive. 

In this sense, asymmetries of protection are less about overt preference for one group over 
another and more about whose humanity is legible within institutional frameworks. People who 
live in the same social space as executives—elite universities, major cities, professional 
conferences—are more likely to be recognized as full subjects. People who exist primarily as 
data points in distant systems are more easily treated as objects. 

8.4 Rethinking corporate and technical guardrails around rhetoric and harm 

If the current guardrails focus too narrowly on forbidden words and visible scandals, rethinking 
them means shifting attention to patterns of framing and downstream impact. The goal is not to 
relax protections against explicit hate speech—those remain essential—but to extend concern 
to the more refined forms of dehumanization that operate as strategy. 

On the corporate side, boards and ethics committees can begin by asking different questions 
about leadership rhetoric. Instead of asking only “Will this cause PR trouble?” or “Is this legally 
risky?” they can ask: “What worldview does this language encode?” “Which populations are 
consistently framed as threats?” “How might this framing influence our product decisions and 
client relationships?” These questions make it harder to treat speech as detached from 
operations. 

Internal policies can also expand their focus. Codes of conduct that prohibit slurs and 
harassment could be supplemented with expectations about how leaders speak about groups 
affected by the company’s work. While such expectations must be crafted carefully to avoid 
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gratuitous constraints on legitimate criticism, they can draw a line between forceful 
disagreement and patterns of speech that systematically strip others of dignity. 

Technical guardrails, including AI-based moderation and safety tools, can be redesigned to 
consider context and power. Rather than relying solely on keyword detection, systems can 
incorporate signals about who is speaking, about whom, and in what institutional setting. An 
executive in charge of building surveillance tools who repeatedly characterizes certain 
communities as contagions is operating in a very different risk profile than a comedian making a 
clumsy joke. Safety mechanisms could be tuned to flag and escalate analysis of the former, even 
if no explicit slurs are present. 

Equally important is the integration of harm feedback into governance. Organizations can build 
channels through which affected communities, watchdog groups, and internal dissenters can 
report not just individual incidents, but patterns of harm. These reports should be linked to 
review of both products and rhetoric: if a particular way of framing the world is consistently 
associated with damaging outcomes, that is a sign that the guardrails around speech and 
strategy need adjustment. 

Finally, there is a cultural component. Companies can choose to valorize leaders who speak 
plainly about risk and conflict while maintaining respect for the humanity of all involved. They 
can develop narratives of toughness that do not depend on humiliation, and narratives of 
mission that do not require enemies to be imagined as vermin. This is not a matter of being 
“nice” for its own sake; it is a matter of aligning language with a long-term interest in trust, 
legitimacy, and shared survival. 

Rethinking guardrails in this way will not eliminate bottom-feeder tendencies overnight. But it 
can narrow the space in which they are rewarded, and broaden the space in which more 
responsible forms of leadership can thrive. As long as institutions focus their protective energy 
primarily on the most obvious forms of hate, they will leave open a wide avenue for more 
sophisticated dehumanization to flow. Closing that avenue is part of what it means to take 
seriously the connection between how we talk, what we build, and who pays the price. 

 

9. Governance and Fiduciary Duty in the Age of Bottom Feeders 

For all the focus on personalities, the question of bottom-feeder leadership is ultimately a 
question of governance. Boards, investors, and senior leadership teams are responsible not only 
for quarterly results, but for the long-term health of the firm and its relationships with 
employees, customers, regulators, and the societies in which it operates. When they tolerate or 
cultivate executives whose power rests on dehumanizing rhetoric and shock-front performance, 
they are making a governance choice, whether they acknowledge it or not. 
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The challenge is that bottom feeders often generate visible short-term benefits: media 
attention, investor enthusiasm, perceived strategic advantage, and internal mobilization. The 
costs—corroded culture, heightened legal and regulatory risk, reputational damage, and deeper 
entanglement in harmful infrastructures—unfold over longer horizons and are harder to 
quantify. Fiduciary duty, understood in a narrow, near-term sense, can become a pretext for 
ignoring those deeper risks. 

This section examines governance in that tension. It looks at how boards are pulled between 
short-term advantage and long-term corrosion; how independent directors, ethics committees, 
and structured dissent can serve as counterweights; how guardrails on executive 
communication might be designed; and under what conditions removal of a bottom-feeder 
leader becomes both a moral and strategic necessity. 

9.1 Boards torn between short-term advantage and long-term corrosion 

Boards exist to supervise management and safeguard the corporation’s future. In practice, they 
often find themselves navigating between immediate performance metrics and more diffuse 
indicators of long-term risk. Bottom-feeder executives complicate this task, because they can 
deliver both impressive numbers and disturbing signals. 

On the one hand, such leaders may preside over strong revenue growth, lucrative contracts, and 
high valuations. Their aggressive rhetoric can be interpreted as evidence of drive and 
commitment. They may be popular with certain investors who equate harshness with 
toughness, and with clients who see their combative style as aligned with their own agendas. 
When financial results are favorable, boards can easily persuade themselves that whatever 
discomfort their leader causes is a price worth paying. 

On the other hand, the same rhetoric can provoke growing public criticism, employee unrest, 
and regulatory scrutiny. Signals of corrosion appear: increased turnover among ethically minded 
staff, difficulty recruiting diverse talent, internal surveys showing fear or disengagement, early 
warning letters from regulators, civil society reports linking the company’s products to harm. 
These warnings rarely show up in a single chart. They appear as scattered data points, 
anecdotes, and intuitions that are easy to discount when the financial indicators are still glowing 
green. 

Boards that understand fiduciary duty narrowly—focusing almost exclusively on shareholder 
returns over short horizons—are structurally inclined to favor the bottom-feeder’s immediate 
advantages over the slower-moving costs. Even directors who are personally uneasy with the 
leader’s style may fear that challenging them will be seen as undermining success. They may 
worry about investor backlash, internal instability, or the risk of being blamed if performance 
dips after a change. 
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The result is a form of willful myopia. Boards tell themselves that they can tolerate the rhetoric 
while reaping the benefits, that cultural and reputational risks can be managed by 
communications strategies and compliance upgrades. They postpone hard decisions, hoping 
that the leader will moderate on their own or that external conditions will change. Meanwhile, 
the corrosive effects deepen. 

A more expansive understanding of fiduciary duty—one that includes the firm’s long-term 
capacity to operate with trust, legitimacy, and a stable workforce—would treat bottom-feeder 
leadership as a threat, not just a quirk. Such an understanding requires boards to see culture 
and rhetoric as material factors, not soft side issues. When dehumanizing speech becomes a 
core part of the brand, it is not simply a tone problem; it is an indicator of strategic risk. 

9.2 Independent directors, ethics committees, and structured dissent 

If the default dynamics of boards push toward accommodation of bottom-feeder leaders, 
governance structures must be deliberately designed to introduce friction. Independent 
directors, ethics committees, and formal mechanisms for structured dissent can all serve as 
counterweights to the allure of short-term advantage. 

Independent directors are, in theory, positioned to challenge management because they are not 
part of the executive team and often have reputational capital outside the firm. In practice, 
their independence is only as strong as their willingness to use it. When confronting bottom-
feeder leadership, they can play several roles: demanding detailed briefings on the downstream 
impact of the company’s products, insisting on regular culture and risk assessments, and 
pressing for discussions about how executive rhetoric interacts with those realities. 

Ethics committees, whether at board level or within management, can provide a dedicated 
forum for grappling with questions that standard audit and compensation committees overlook. 
Their remit can include reviewing not just specific controversial contracts, but the patterns of 
communication and framing used by top executives. By institutionalizing this function, firms 
make it harder to dismiss ethical concerns as mere personal sensitivities. 

Structured dissent mechanisms go further. They recognize that in organizations shaped by 
bottom-feeder rhetoric, informal channels for criticism are often compromised. To counter that, 
boards and senior leaders can establish protected pathways for employees at various levels to 
raise concerns, including about leadership language and its effects, without fear of reprisal. This 
might involve confidential briefings to a subset of directors, regular listening sessions 
moderated by outsiders, or anonymous feedback tools that are actually acted upon. 

Crucially, these mechanisms must be linked to decision-making power. If independent directors, 
ethics committees, and dissent channels exist only as symbolic gestures, they will quickly be 
recognized as such and ignored. Their findings must be integrated into performance 
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evaluations, strategic planning, and succession discussions. When patterns of dehumanizing 
rhetoric and associated harms are documented, boards must be required to respond in more 
than words. 

In the presence of a strong bottom-feeder leader, these governance tools will be tested. The 
leader may attempt to marginalize critics, discredit ethics processes as naive, or stack the board 
with loyalists. The firmness with which independent directors and committees resist such moves 
is a litmus test of whether the firm is serious about governing itself, or merely performing 
governance while power flows unimpeded from the top. 

9.3 Guardrails on executive communication: codes, consequences, and red lines 

Given the importance of rhetoric for both culture and external impact, it is surprising how many 
firms treat executive communication as an art form rather than as an area requiring formal 
guardrails. In the age of bottom feeders, this laissez-faire approach is an open invitation to risk. 
Boards that wish to reduce that risk must develop and enforce clearer expectations about how 
leaders speak, particularly when addressing politically charged topics, vulnerable populations, 
and the uses of the company’s products. 

Codes of conduct that apply to all employees, including executives, can be a starting point. 
These codes should do more than prohibit explicit slurs; they should articulate principles about 
respect for human dignity, caution about dehumanizing metaphors, and the avoidance of 
speech that frames whole categories of people as acceptable targets for harm. Written 
expectations make it possible to evaluate executive statements not just on their public relations 
impact, but on their alignment with declared values. 

Consequences are equally important. If bottom-feeder rhetoric triggers only gentle suggestions 
from communications staff and no formal accountability, guardrails are illusory. Boards can 
specify a graduated response structure: private warnings for initial breaches, public 
clarifications or apologies when necessary, and eventual consideration of compensation 
adjustments or role changes if patterns persist. The point is not to sanitize all speech into 
corporate blandness, but to make clear that cruelty and dehumanization are incompatible with 
the responsibilities of leadership. 

Red lines need to be defined and understood. These may include repeated use of metaphors 
that portray specific groups as disease or vermin, explicit fantasizing about humiliating or 
harming critics, or statements that appear to celebrate the suffering of people affected by the 
company’s products. Crossing such lines should trigger automatic review at board level, not just 
internal messaging exercises. 

Designing these guardrails requires care. There is a legitimate concern that overly rigid rules 
could chill necessary candor or be used opportunistically to silence unpopular but important 
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viewpoints. The key distinction is between speech that forcefully criticizes actions, policies, or 
ideas, and speech that systematically strips people of dignity and invites their mistreatment. 
Guardrails should aim at the latter, using patterns of behavior, not isolated missteps, as the 
primary basis for serious sanctions. 

When guards on communication are thoughtfully constructed and consistently applied, they can 
change incentives. Prospective executives will know, in advance, that adopting a bottom-feeder 
persona is not a path to influence inside the firm. Current leaders will understand that their 
power extends not just to what they can decide, but to how they are expected to speak. Over 
time, this can help reorient the culture away from the belief that shock and contempt are marks 
of strength. 

9.4 When removal is both a moral and strategic necessity 

There are situations in which guardrails, coaching, and structured dissent are not enough. An 
executive may persist in dehumanizing rhetoric, resist all efforts at moderation, and embed 
their style so deeply into the firm’s identity that incremental adjustments cannot mitigate the 
harm. In such cases, boards must confront the possibility that removal is necessary—not only to 
restore ethical alignment, but to protect the company’s long-term interests. 

The decision to remove a bottom-feeder leader is rarely straightforward. It may provoke short-
term turbulence: investor backlash, internal uncertainty, or the departure of loyal lieutenants. If 
the leader is a founder or a charismatic public figure, their exit can trigger fears about the firm’s 
future direction. Boards may worry about being accused of capitulating to political pressure or 
of undermining shareholder value in the name of vague reputational concerns. 

Yet the costs of inaction can be higher. Continued association with a leader whose rhetoric 
normalizes harm can entrench the company as a symbol of division and abuse, limiting its ability 
to recruit talent, form partnerships, and secure regulatory trust. Lawsuits, investigations, and 
boycotts may accumulate. Employees who could have driven constructive change may finally 
give up and leave. The firm risks becoming dependent on a shrinking base of clients and 
supporters who endorse or tolerate its most extreme posture. 

When deliberating removal, boards can consider several questions. Has the executive, after 
clear feedback, demonstrated a meaningful and sustained change in rhetoric and behavior? Are 
there credible alternative leaders who can maintain strategic momentum without relying on 
dehumanization as a tool? Have the broader harms—to culture, reputation, and stakeholder 
relationships—reached a point where continued association with this leadership style 
undermines the firm’s capacity to fulfill its mission? 

Moral considerations should not be treated as separate from strategic ones. A company that 
systematically treats some people as less than fully human is building fragility into its 
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foundations. It invites resistance, intensifies scrutiny, and degrades the internal virtues needed 
to navigate complexity. Removing a leader who champions such treatment is therefore not an 
act of charity; it is an act of prudence. 

If boards never draw this line—if bottom-feeder executives are effectively irremovable as long 
as they deliver numbers—they send a clear message about the true hierarchy of values in the 
organization. Conversely, when a board decides that no level of performance justifies leadership 
that corrodes basic respect for human dignity, it sets a precedent that can reshape expectations 
throughout the firm and beyond. 

In the age of bottom feeders, governance and fiduciary duty must be interpreted broadly 
enough to recognize that how a company talks and thinks about people is inseparable from how 
it ultimately treats them. Leadership that feeds at the bottom may be profitable for a time, but 
it pushes the entire corporate organism toward a degraded environment. Boards that 
understand their role clearly will act not as passive beneficiaries of that feeding, but as stewards 
responsible for guiding the company back into cleaner waters. 

 

10. Typologies and Contexts: Where Bottom Feeders Thrive 

Bottom-feeder leadership is not evenly distributed across the corporate world. It flourishes 
more readily in certain sectors, ownership structures, and political environments than in others. 
The pattern is not deterministic—there are humane leaders in hard industries and corrosive 
leaders in soft ones—but some contexts create unusually favorable conditions for shock-front 
executives to rise and remain in power. 

Three factors tend to matter: the perceived centrality of conflict to the business model, the 
degree of insulation from ordinary competitive and reputational pressures, and the strength or 
weakness of internal checks on leadership behavior. Defense and security-adjacent industries 
operate in a permanent state of declared threat; platform monopolies can afford to alienate 
large constituencies because their users and customers have few alternatives; founder-centric 
and family-controlled firms often lack strong countervailing governance. These contextual traits 
make the bottom-feeder style not only possible, but rationalized as necessary. 

In addition, differences in jurisdictional norms and cultural expectations shape how much 
inflammatory rhetoric elites can get away with. In some societies, overtly contemptuous speech 
from leaders triggers swift sanction; in others, it is taken as a sign of authenticity or strength. 
This section sketches a typology of environments where bottom feeders are most likely to 
thrive, while acknowledging that these are tendencies, not iron laws. 
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10.1 Defense, intelligence, and security-adjacent industries 

Industries that live in the shadow of war, terrorism, espionage, or organized crime are 
structurally prone to bottom-feeder leadership. Their products and services are explicitly 
designed to identify, track, constrain, or destroy enemies. Their closest partners are states, 
militaries, intelligence agencies, and police forces whose own cultures may emphasize threat 
perception and decisive force. 

Within this environment, rhetoric that divides the world into protectors and threats can seem 
not just understandable, but appropriate. Executives who describe certain populations as 
dangerous or corrupted are speaking in ways that resonate with clients whose institutional 
mission is, in part, to neutralize those populations. When a leader frames the company as an 
indispensable weapon in a civilizational struggle, they are articulating a story that dovetails with 
existing narratives in defense and intelligence communities. 

This does not mean that all defense-related firms are led by bottom feeders. Many leaders in 
these sectors are acutely aware of the gravity of their work and speak with restraint. But the 
sector’s logic makes it easier to rationalize dehumanizing language. The very real existence of 
violent actors can be used to justify a broad, vague category of enemies. The secrecy 
surrounding many projects enables powerful decisions to be made without broad scrutiny. 
Large government contracts tied to security priorities can insulate firms from consumer 
backlash or public pressure. 

Bottom-feeder executives in this space can leverage a sense of urgency: there is no time for 
niceties when threats are imminent. They can dismiss critics as naive about the realities of war 
and intelligence work. Employees and directors who feel moral discomfort may be told, 
implicitly or explicitly, that their qualms are luxuries the company cannot afford. In this way, the 
sector’s genuine confrontation with danger is repurposed into a blanket excuse for rhetorical 
and ethical excess. 

10.2 Platform monopolies and culture-war business models 

Another fertile ground for bottom-feeder leadership is found in dominant platforms and media 
companies whose business models are entangled with cultural conflict. When a firm controls a 
key communication or commerce infrastructure—social networks, app stores, search engines, 
large marketplaces—it may enjoy monopoly or near-monopoly power over certain user groups. 
Users can complain, but they cannot easily leave. 

This insulation from competition alters the calculus of leadership style. Executives who preside 
over highly sticky platforms have more room to alienate portions of their user base without 
immediate economic collapse. If people depend on the platform for work, social life, or basic 
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services, their exit costs are high. A leader who cultivates an antagonistic persona can therefore 
treat a certain amount of public outrage as manageable, or even as free advertising. 

When such platforms also sit at the center of culture wars, the incentives tilt further. Outrage is 
engagement; engagement is revenue. Leaders who position themselves as champions of one 
side in a polarised environment can rally loyal segments of the user base, sell ads against 
conflict, and attract investors who share their politics. Their inflammatory rhetoric becomes part 
of the product: a signal to users that the platform embodies certain values and is a battleground 
for others. 

Media firms that explicitly monetize controversy, including some news outlets and 
entertainment conglomerates, occupy a similar space. Executives in these organizations may 
learn that cultivating a bottom-feeder persona generates attention that reinforces the brand’s 
position in the culture. By treating opponents as ridiculous or evil, they energize their core 
audience. The line between editorial tone and executive rhetoric blurs. 

In such contexts, internal critics face an uphill battle. Attempts to argue for more neutral or 
inclusive leadership may be met with claims that the business model depends on sharp edges. 
The company’s identity becomes fused with the leader’s contempt. Employees who disagree 
may stay quiet or leave, while those who enjoy the climate of perpetual conflict rise. The 
platform’s structural power thus combines with culture-war incentives to create a hospitable 
habitat for bottom-feeder executives. 

10.3 Founder-centric and family-controlled firms 

Ownership structure plays a significant role in determining whether bottom-feeder leadership 
can entrench itself. Founder-centric firms, especially those where the founder holds super-
voting shares or outsized informal influence, often lack effective checks on executive behavior. 
Family-controlled companies may exhibit similar dynamics, where power is concentrated in a 
small, closely knit group whose authority flows from identity and history, not just performance. 

In these settings, the leader’s personality and worldview can become almost synonymous with 
the company. If the founder or family head adopts a bottom-feeder style, it is difficult for boards 
or minority shareholders to intervene. Formal governance mechanisms may exist on paper, but 
their ability to discipline or remove the top figure is limited by legal structures and cultural 
loyalties. 

This concentration of power can foster a sense of invulnerability. Leaders may come to believe 
that they are uniquely responsible for the firm’s success, and that their harshness is an essential 
part of that success. They may treat criticism as betrayal, both internally and externally. Because 
they are not easily replaceable in formal terms, the threshold for tolerating their dehumanizing 
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rhetoric is raised: people tell themselves that the company cannot function without them, and 
therefore must adapt. 

Founder mythology compounds the problem. Stories of early struggle and decisive, rule-
breaking moves in the company’s youth can be invoked to justify continued transgressive 
behavior. The bottom-feeder leader may cast their current verbal cruelty as a continuation of 
the same boldness that once allowed the firm to disrupt incumbents. Employees, especially 
those who joined during euphoric growth phases, may find it emotionally difficult to separate 
genuine entrepreneurial virtues from later corruption. 

Family-controlled firms add another layer: interpersonal relationships and inherited roles. A 
leader who is also a parent, sibling, or spouse occupies a complex position that blends business 
and kinship. Challenging their rhetoric or decisions can feel like attacking the family itself. 
Reluctance to confront is reinforced by patterns of deference and loyalty that extend beyond 
the corporate sphere. This makes it even harder for employees or directors to raise alarms 
about bottom-feeder behavior, even when the long-term risks are clear. 

In both founder-centric and family-controlled contexts, the combination of concentrated power, 
mythologized history, and emotional entanglement creates an environment where bottom-
feeder leadership can persist long after its harms become evident. The inertia of identity and 
ownership slows or blocks corrective action. 

10.4 Jurisdictions and cultures with differing tolerances for inflammatory elites 

Finally, the broader political and cultural environment shapes which corporate behaviors are 
tolerated or encouraged. In some jurisdictions, legal frameworks and social norms place strong 
constraints on inflammatory rhetoric by elites. Hate speech laws, robust civil societies, 
independent media, and professional codes can all make it costly for executives to publicly 
dehumanize groups or call for harsh treatment. In others, such constraints are weak or 
selectively applied, particularly when the targets of contempt are politically marginalized. 

In societies where populist or authoritarian currents are strong, bottom-feeder corporate 
leaders may find themselves aligned with dominant political narratives. Their harsh rhetoric 
toward migrants, dissidents, or foreign adversaries can echo state propaganda. They may be 
rewarded with favorable treatment, contracts, or regulatory indulgence for reinforcing the 
official line. In these contexts, dehumanizing speech from business elites is not a deviation from 
norms; it is part of the governing style. 

Conversely, in jurisdictions with strong pluralistic traditions, even coded dehumanization from 
corporate leaders may provoke backlash. Investors may apply environmental, social, and 
governance criteria that penalize extreme rhetoric. Consumers may organize boycotts. Courts or 
regulators may treat such speech as evidence of discriminatory intent. Executives in these 
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environments may still harbor bottom-feeder impulses, but they are more likely to express them 
in closed rooms or anonymous channels than in official statements. 

Cultural factors also matter. Societies differ in how they interpret directness, aggression, and 
humor. In some business cultures, highly confrontational language is normalized within elite 
circles, even if it would be considered unacceptable in broader public discourse. In others, 
indirect communication and face-saving practices make overt contempt rare. Bottom-feeder 
leaders adapt to these patterns: they learn what they can say out loud and what must be 
couched in euphemism. 

Multinational firms add complexity. An executive based in one jurisdiction may speak according 
to local norms that are far more permissive of inflammatory rhetoric than those in other 
markets where the company operates. Their statements can nonetheless circulate globally, 
generating conflict between different cultural expectations. The firm must then decide whether 
to calibrate its standards to the most permissive environment, the most restrictive, or 
something in between. 

Overall, jurisdictions and cultures act as filters and amplifiers. They determine how much 
friction a bottom-feeder leader encounters as they attempt to project their persona outward. 
Where legal and social friction is low, the style can spread easily; where it is high, it may remain 
an internal force, distorting culture and products even if it is rarely seen by the outside world. 

Taken together, these typologies and contexts help explain why bottom-feeder leadership is so 
prominent in certain corners of the global corporate landscape and less visible in others. 
Defense and security sectors, platform monopolies, founder-centric and family-controlled firms, 
and permissive political environments all provide ecological niches where shock-front executives 
can root themselves deeply. Recognizing these patterns is a first step toward designing 
interventions that address not just the individuals, but the conditions that allow them to thrive. 

 

11. Designing Alternatives: High-Integrity Leadership in High-Conflict Fields 

If bottom-feeder leadership is partly a response to real conflict and partly an exploitation of 
media and market structures, then the alternative cannot be simple politeness. High-stakes 
sectors genuinely face adversaries, crises, and situations where lives, rights, or critical 
infrastructure are on the line. Leaders in these fields must be able to speak plainly about 
danger, make painful decisions, and withstand intense pressure. The question is how to do so 
without building a culture that treats contempt as courage and dehumanization as strategy. 

Designing alternatives means rethinking both the inner posture of leadership and the outer 
architecture of incentives. It requires models of authority that can hold two truths at once: that 
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some actions and regimes must be resisted with firmness, and that the people caught inside 
those systems are still human. It asks companies to reward executives not for how far they will 
go in public cruelty, but for how well they navigate conflict while preserving dignity, trust, and 
long-term legitimacy. 

This section sketches what such alternatives might look like. It explores how leaders can speak 
clearly about threat without erasing humanity, how organizations can build cultures of 
principled toughness rather than gleeful harm, how reward structures can be reshaped to favor 
high-integrity leadership, and what we can learn from firms that chose restraint and still 
survived. 

11.1 Speaking clearly about threat without erasing humanity 

The first task is conceptual: to separate recognizing genuine threats from treating entire 
populations as threats. High-conflict fields—defense, security, critical infrastructure, politically 
contested platforms—do not benefit from leaders who pretend danger does not exist. They do 
benefit from leaders who can distinguish between harmful actions and the inherent worth of 
the people involved. 

Clear speech about threat has several recognizable features. It names specific behaviors, 
capabilities, or systems that create risk: certain weapons, doctrines, criminal networks, or forms 
of abuse. It distinguishes between those who design and direct harmful actions and those who 
are coerced, misled, or simply living under such regimes. It avoids metaphors that collapse 
people into pests or diseases, and instead uses language that keeps open the possibility of 
change, accountability, and reintegration. 

In practice, this means a leader can say, for example: “This organization’s methods 
systematically violate human rights, and we will not support them,” without concluding that 
everyone associated with that organization is subhuman. They can describe a state’s policies as 
brutal without describing its citizens as vermin. They can acknowledge that some actors pose 
ongoing, severe danger without indulging fantasies of humiliation or annihilation. 

Speaking this way does not require softness or naivety. On the contrary, it often requires more 
discipline than bottom-feeder rhetoric, because it resists the emotional shortcut of lumping 
entire categories of people into a single monstrous image. It keeps analysis sharper: if not 
everyone is an enemy, then strategies must be tailored, and opportunities for de-escalation or 
alliance must be considered. 

Companies can support this kind of clear-yet-humane speech by building it into their training 
and expectations. Executive briefings can model careful distinctions between threat and 
population. Internal documents can use vocabulary that is precise about risk but cautious about 
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personhood. Media training can emphasize how to convey seriousness and urgency without 
leaning on dehumanizing shorthand. 

Over time, consistent practice in speaking this way can shift what employees perceive as 
“normal leadership.” The figure who rages about enemies may come to seem less impressive 
than the one who can describe danger accurately while still sounding like someone who 
remembers that everyone, including adversaries, is ultimately made of the same fragile 
material. 

11.2 Building cultures of principled toughness rather than gleeful harm 

High-conflict fields need toughness, but not the kind that delights in making others suffer. 
Principled toughness is the stance that some lines must be held, some contracts refused, some 
uses of technology opposed, even at cost. It is uncompromising about values, not about 
humiliation. Designing a culture around this concept requires making explicit what the 
organization will and will not do, and why. 

Principled toughness starts with clarity of mission. A firm that builds powerful tools in contested 
domains should articulate not only the goals it serves, but the limits it observes. For example: 
protecting civilian lives, respecting rights, refusing uses that primarily target vulnerable 
populations, and avoiding support for regimes with documented patterns of abuse. These 
commitments cannot be vague slogans; they must be linked to concrete decision criteria. 

Internally, leaders can reinforce principled toughness by rewarding those who raise ethical 
concerns early and constructively. Instead of mocking people who ask “Should we do this?” as 
weak, they can celebrate them as guardians of the mission. Stories about past decisions should 
highlight not only bold actions taken, but harmful opportunities refused and harmful paths 
exited, even when they were profitable. 

Conflict will still arise. There will be moments when the company must choose between 
lucrative deals and its stated values. The cultural test is what leaders say in those moments. 
Bottom-feeder rhetoric might frame refusal as betrayal of strength; principled rhetoric frames 
refusal as fidelity to a deeper strength: the ability to walk away from business that would 
damage the firm’s soul, even if it would boost its numbers. 

Small rituals can support this culture. Pre-mortem exercises that ask, “If this project went wrong 
in the worst way, who would be hurt?” remind teams that people exist on the other side of the 
interface. “Red lines” sessions that explicitly update where the company stands on controversial 
uses of its technology keep the boundaries alive, not just archived in old documents. 
Recognition programs that highlight quiet integrity, not only spectacular success, reshape what 
counts as admirable. 
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Principled toughness will not satisfy everyone. Some employees and clients may prefer the 
adrenaline of gleeful harm. But over time, attracting people who are proud to be tough and 
humane creates a reservoir of internal resistance to bottom-feeder drift. When the worst 
temptations come, a culture built on principled toughness has more antibodies. 

11.3 Reward structures for executives who refuse bottom-feeder tactics 

Culture is shaped by what gets rewarded. As long as boards and investors treat bottom-feeder 
leadership as acceptable collateral for performance, executives will have strong incentives to 
flirt with that style. Designing alternatives requires changing the reward structures so that 
refusing bottom-feeder tactics is a career advantage, not a handicap. 

One approach is to broaden the metrics that feed into executive evaluation and compensation. 
In addition to financial performance and market position, boards can include indicators that 
track culture, trust, and harm risk. These might include employee engagement scores that 
specifically measure psychological safety and perceived respect from leadership; retention data 
for groups most affected by the company’s work; quality of relationships with regulators and 
community stakeholders; and independent assessments of the firm’s human-rights footprint. 

These metrics should not be vague decorations. They must carry real weight in compensation 
decisions. An executive who delivers strong short-term growth while generating significant 
cultural damage and external distrust should not receive the same rewards as one who delivers 
solid performance while improving trust and reducing harm. Over time, executives will learn 
that they are being judged not only as operators, but as stewards of a social footprint. 

Reward structures can also explicitly recognize restraint. When leaders walk away from deals or 
product lines that violate the firm’s values, those decisions should be documented and factored 
into their evaluations. Boards can ask: How often did this leader choose a harder, more 
principled path over an easier, more corrosive one? How did they respond when their rhetoric 
risked inflaming tensions? Did they correct course? 

Public recognition matters as well. When companies highlight and promote executives known 
for clarity without cruelty, they send a signal to aspiring leaders inside and outside the firm. 
Profiles, interviews, and thought-leadership pieces can feature people who speak frankly about 
conflict while modeling respect. Investors and analysts can support this by praising not just 
aggressive growth, but the quality of leadership in managing complex ethical terrain. 

Finally, informal reward systems—who gets invited into strategic conversations, who is trusted 
with sensitive negotiations, who is seen as the “face” of the company—should be aligned with 
these values. If the internal hero archetype remains the executive who can be the most savage 
on stage, no formal metric will fully counteract that image. By contrast, if the admired figures 
are those who can hold power without feeding on contempt, the gravitational pull shifts. 
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11.4 Case sketches of firms that chose restraint and still survived 

It is tempting to believe that in a harsh world, only the harshest survive. Yet there are 
examples—sometimes quiet, sometimes visible—of firms in high-conflict fields that chose 
restraint and continued to operate, grow, or at least retain their integrity. 

One type of case comes from companies that, when confronted with a lucrative but ethically 
dubious opportunity, publicly declined. They may have been approached to support regimes 
under sanctions, to provide surveillance capabilities for generalized political repression, or to 
weaponize their platforms in ways that would clearly target vulnerable groups. Instead of 
justifying such deals as necessary, their leaders articulated clear reasons for refusal, often in 
language that acknowledged both the revenue cost and the moral stakes. 

These decisions did not always lead to immediate financial gain. In the short term, competitors 
may step in, and critics may call the company naive. But over longer horizons, such firms often 
find themselves with enhanced reputational capital. They become more attractive to employees 
who care about working somewhere they can defend. They are trusted partners for 
stakeholders who value stability and legitimacy over maximum extraction. When future 
controversies arise, their earlier restraint gives them credibility. 

Another type of case involves leaders who inherited or entered into conflict-saturated 
environments and deliberately softened the rhetorical temperature. Rather than doubling down 
on us-versus-them narratives, they reframed their missions in terms of service, protection, or 
mediation. They emphasized the company’s role in reducing harm rather than amplifying it. 
They did not pretend threats did not exist; they simply refused to use those threats as excuses 
to dehumanize. 

Such leaders sometimes face internal skepticism at first: will clients still see us as strong? Will 
employees still feel fired up? Over time, some discover that commitment can come from pride 
in doing difficult work responsibly, not only from rage against enemies. Their firms may develop 
new lines of business focused on de-escalation, resilience, or transparency, rather than on 
increasingly aggressive tools. 

There are also firms that, recognizing the corrosive effects of a bottom-feeder leader, chose to 
change course. Boards that removed or sidelined such executives did not always collapse. Some 
struggled through a transition period and then stabilized under leadership that maintained 
strategic edge without replicating the old rhetoric. These cases demonstrate that it is possible to 
disentangle strength from cruelty, even after they have been fused in the public imagination. 

These sketches are not fairy tales. Every example of high-integrity leadership in high-conflict 
fields comes with tradeoffs, critics, and ongoing risks. But they collectively rebut the fatalism 
that says “this is just how the game is played.” They show that companies can choose leaders 
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who refuse to feed at the bottom and still navigate conflict, serve demanding clients, and 
remain viable. 

Designing alternatives, then, is not about creating a world without conflict or hard decisions. It 
is about insisting that even in the hardest domains, the people at the top do not have to derive 
their authority from contempt. High-integrity leadership acknowledges danger without 
becoming addicted to it, wields power without reveling in degradation, and remembers that the 
infrastructures it builds will touch lives far beyond the boardroom. 

 

12. Conclusion: Climbing Out of the Silt 

The metaphor of the bottom feeder is deliberately unflattering, but it also has a sober structural 
meaning. These leaders are not simply unusually rude executives. They occupy a niche in a 
wider ecosystem where media, markets, and organizational incentives can make contempt 
profitable. They thrive where there is conflict to dramatize, technology to weaponize, and 
governance weak enough to treat rhetoric as a free good rather than as a risk-bearing asset. 

Climbing out of the silt means more than replacing one personality with another. It means 
changing the conditions that make shock-front leadership feel useful and, in some places, 
almost inevitable. It requires a recalibration of what counts as strength, what boards 
understand as fiduciary duty, and what guardrails corporations and technical systems place 
around language that can move the boundary between who is seen as fully human and who is 
treated as expendable. 

12.1 Summary of how bottom feeders become useful and why they are dangerous 

This paper has traced a paradox. Bottom-feeder executives are elevated because they are 
useful, yet they are dangerous for precisely the reasons that make them useful. 

They are useful because they shift the Overton window, making harsh policies and risky 
contracts seem moderate by comparison. Their extreme statements create bargaining space for 
more polished colleagues. They act as lightning rods, attracting media attention and public 
anger that might otherwise land squarely on the firm’s structures and products. In negotiations 
with regulators, clients, and governments, they can play the bad cop, allowing others to appear 
reasonable. Internally, their siege narratives mobilize certain employees, drive out hesitant 
voices, and lock in a cadre of true believers willing to accept ethically aggressive work as a 
badge of seriousness. 

They are dangerous because the same mechanisms that make them useful corrode the 
organization and its surroundings. Their rhetoric normalizes contempt inside the firm, reshaping 
meetings, memos, and product decisions so that people—especially those already vulnerable—
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appear mainly as threats, obstacles, or abstractions. They chill ethical dissent and 
whistleblowing. Their language amplifies dehumanizing frames that later get embedded in 
surveillance systems, targeting tools, and policy designs, contributing to infrastructures of harm 
that operate with bureaucratic smoothness while obscuring responsibility. 

Externally, they widen the gap between what institutions say they protect and who actually 
receives protection. Crude slurs are avoided, but respectable language of infestation, 
contamination, and civilizational struggle slips through compliance and PR filters. Quiet 
victims—people heavily affected by systems they never chose and whose existence is only 
vaguely gestured at in boardrooms—bear the brunt of decisions justified by this worldview. 

In governance terms, bottom-feeder leadership tempts boards to collapse fiduciary duty into a 
narrow focus on short-term metrics. It invites them to treat culture, rhetoric, and long-run 
legitimacy as secondary. Over time, the firm becomes more brittle: attractive to some investors 
and clients, but increasingly distrusted by regulators, employees, and publics who must live with 
its impacts. 

12.2 What corporations owe employees, customers, and the publics they affect 

Corporations operating in high-conflict, high-impact domains cannot credibly claim that their 
responsibilities stop at shareholder returns and contract performance. They are nodes in 
systems that touch the safety, rights, and everyday life of people far beyond their payrolls or 
customer lists. That position creates obligations, even when law and markets do not fully 
enforce them. 

To employees, corporations owe a culture in which basic human dignity is non-negotiable. 
People should not have to bracket their own humanity—or the humanity of those their work 
will affect—in order to succeed. This means more than avoiding explicit harassment. It means 
not asking workers to acclimate to leadership that routinely describes entire categories of 
people as less than human or fantasizes publicly about their humiliation or suffering. It means 
creating channels where ethical dissent is not career suicide but an expected part of responsible 
work. 

To customers and clients, corporations owe honesty about what their products can do, and 
clarity about the value commitments that guide their use. Selling powerful tools into sensitive 
domains under the banner of neutrality, while leadership signals enthusiastic contempt for 
those on the receiving end, is a kind of bad faith. Clients also have responsibilities; but firms 
shape demand through their rhetoric and lobbying. A company that frames its offerings as 
instruments in a war against vaguely defined internal enemies cannot pretend it is merely 
supplying generic infrastructure. 
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To the broader publics they affect, corporations owe at minimum a posture of respect. People 
whose data are processed, whose neighborhoods are surveilled, or whose movements are 
constrained by systems to which they never consented have a stake in how these systems are 
conceived and governed. Corporations cannot solve every political or social problem they 
encounter, but they can refuse to deepen fault lines by embracing leadership that treats some 
publics as raw material to be managed rather than as co-equal stakeholders in shared 
environments. 

These obligations are not altruistic add-ons. They are part of preserving the conditions under 
which corporations can operate over the long term without becoming permanent sources of 
instability, resentment, and backlash. 

12.3 Criteria for saying “no” to profitable degradation 

A central practical question is when a firm should decline profitable opportunities that depend, 
implicitly or explicitly, on bottom-feeder tactics: aggressive dehumanizing rhetoric, products 
designed mainly to exploit or suppress particular groups, or client relationships that are viable 
only if those affected are seen as less-than-fully human. 

Criteria for saying “no” cannot be perfectly formalized, but several guiding tests can help. 

One test is role reversal: if the people the company is enabling others to monitor, target, or 
marginalize were members of the firm’s own leadership families, would the system still feel 
acceptable? If a tool’s imagined users and targets were swapped, would executives still defend 
its design, scope, and safeguards? 

Another is translation into plain speech: if every internal justification for a contract, feature, or 
partnership were translated into simple language and read aloud to a skeptical but fair-minded 
outsider, would it still sound defensible? Or would the decision only survive when wrapped in 
jargon that masks human consequences? 

A third is downstream traceability: if harm emerged—wrongful arrests, suppression of peaceful 
dissent, discrimination codified in scoring systems—could the company explain, with a straight 
face, why its involvement was consistent with its stated values? If the answer is that 
reputational damage would be existential, that is a sign that the firm is relying on opacity and 
distance, not on principled defensibility. 

Finally, there is a pattern test: does this decision align with or intensify a pattern in which 
certain groups are repeatedly on the sharp end of the company’s tools, rhetoric, or lobbying? 
Occasional misjudgments can be corrected; sustained patterns are evidence that profitable 
degradation has become a habit rather than an accident. 
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These criteria do not eliminate ambiguity. But they shift the burden of proof. Instead of asking 
“Why should we walk away from this?” boards and executives are invited to ask “What would 
justify us proceeding, given who will bear the risk?” That shift in default is one of the clearest 
markers of a firm that is trying to climb out of the silt. 

12.4 Open questions for research, regulation, and leadership development 

Recognizing the problem of bottom-feeder leadership is only a first step. Turning that 
recognition into systematic change raises open questions for multiple communities. 

For researchers, there is work to be done in mapping the concrete links between rhetoric, 
organizational culture, and downstream harm. Which linguistic patterns correlate most strongly 
with risky product decisions or harmful deployments? How do employees in different roles 
experience and mediate those patterns? What interventions—changes in governance, training, 
or incentive structures—actually shift behavior, rather than merely producing new forms of 
public relations? 

For regulators and policymakers, the challenge is to address the effects of bottom-feeder 
leadership without trying to police every instance of harsh or provocative speech. Law is rightly 
cautious about mandating tone. Yet when rhetoric and product scope converge in ways that 
predictably harm particular populations, regulatory responses may be warranted: transparency 
requirements around high-risk deployments, stronger duties of care for firms providing 
surveillance and targeting technologies, and governance expectations for companies whose 
tools operate in rights-sensitive domains. 

For leadership development and business education, there is a need to move beyond the 
glamorization of “wartime CEOs” toward more nuanced models of strength. That includes 
training on how to hold firm lines without dehumanization, how to manage investor and client 
pressure without collapsing into cynicism, and how to build organizations where principled 
dissent is not merely tolerated but structurally protected. Case studies should include not just 
stories of heroic disruption, but stories of strategic restraint and the long-term value of trust. 

Finally, there is a broader cultural question: what kinds of leaders do societies choose to 
amplify, reward, and emulate? As long as public attention and capital rush most readily to those 
who seem willing to go lowest, corporate ecosystems will continue to produce bottom feeders. 
Climbing out of the silt is therefore not only a corporate project. It is a collective decision about 
what we are willing to accept from the people who control powerful tools, infrastructures, and 
narratives that shape many lives besides their own. 

If there is a hopeful note, it is this: the same systems that can amplify contempt can also amplify 
examples of integrity under pressure. Bottom feeders are not the only ones who can thrive in 
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high-conflict fields. But alternatives will remain fragile unless we build the structures, incentives, 
and expectations that allow them to breathe. 

 

Epilogue: Carp as an Invasive Species in Kansas Rivers 

Carp do not belong in Kansas rivers, but they are there anyway. They arrived by human hands 
and accidents: stocked in ponds, loosed in floods, traded and forgotten. Over time they learned 
the bends and shoals of the Neosho, the Verdigris, the Marais des Cygnes. They are not native 
to these waters, yet they move through them with the easy confidence of something that has 
decided to stay. 

A carp does most of its work close to the bottom. It noses through silt, uprooting plants in slow, 
methodical sweeps. Its mouth forms a soft vacuum over the riverbed, inhaling mud, seeds, 
insect larvae, anything small enough to be sorted inside its gill rakers. In the process it lifts what 
had settled: fine sediments, spores, eggs, the powdered remains of things that died seasons 
ago. The water that was once clear after a flood now stays faintly cloudy, a suspended memory 
of disturbance. 

When carp densities rise, the river changes character. Submerged vegetation thins; rooted 
plants struggle in soil that is always being stirred loose. Species that relied on clear shallows—
sight hunters, delicate invertebrates, certain spawning fish—find their niches disrupted. 
Turbidity becomes a new normal, not a temporary condition. From the bank, it can be hard to 
see where the change began. The channel is still the same shape. The trees still lean over from 
the same angles. Only the texture of the water betrays that something has been working the 
bottom over and over again. 

Carp are not villains in their own story. They are doing what carp do: seeking food, avoiding 
predators, taking advantage of openings. They are hardy, tolerant of low oxygen, flexible in diet, 
indifferent to clarity. A single female can release hundreds of thousands of eggs in a season. In a 
landscape of warm summers and slow rivers, such traits add up. Any attempt to trap or net 
them must contend with the fact that, for every fish removed, there are many more somewhere 
downstream, feeling their way along the mud. 

Management plans are drafted. There are discussions of barriers, targeted harvests, 
experimental poisons that spare the native species. Anglers are told not to move live fish 
between waters. Signs go up at boat ramps, urging people to clean their hulls and drain their 
bilges. Meanwhile, somewhere under a bridge in late summer, a school of young carp is quietly 
learning the shape of a new pool, tasting the difference between sand and silt with the tips of 
their mouths. 



55 
 

If you walk the banks at dusk, you may not see them at first. You see only rings on the surface 
where they have rolled, the slow dimpling of a river that looks, from above, almost unchanged. 
But if you stand still long enough, your eyes adjust. You begin to notice faint shadows moving 
just above the bottom, bending and straightening, lifting little puffs of sediment that rise, 
spread, and never quite settle again. 
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